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 4 
Introduction  
In Western culture, it is difficult to study texts without encountering allusions to textiles. 
In both French and English, the words text and textile derive from the Latin textus meaning 
structure, texture, or tissue. This linguistic commonplace is evident in the language of literary 
criticism, when ineffective writers create plot holes, conscientious writers tie up loose ends, 
captivating storytellers spin yarns, and unconvincing speechmakers lose the threads of their 
arguments. Textile idioms also play out in the foundational myths of Western culture, from the 
looms of crafty goddesses in Greco-Roman epic poetry to the spiritual gifts that weavers contribute 
in the scriptures of the Abrahamic religions. This project explores prominent intersections between 
texts and textiles in works of French-speaking authors and artisans from three continents and 
across six centuries. Beyond the usefulness of weaving metaphors in everyday speech, this study 
seeks to discern potential rewards and consequences of aligning the intellectual labor of authorship 
with the physical, economic, and social realities of textile craftsmanship.  
At the root of this project is a personal desire to understand my own training in language, 
communication, and writing as it connects to the physical and creative labors of my grandmothers. 
Beryl, my paternal grandmother, worked as a sewer in North Carolina furniture and clothing 
factories from the 1960s to the early 2000s, and she loved her work despite its physical demands. 
From it she gained a sense of purpose, earned her own money, and developed an eye for quality 
craftsmanship. I hold dear the fabrics she made for me in childhood, from the satin purple dress 
that I wore in my cousin’s wedding to the handmade Raggedy Ann doll that has my initials 
embroidered on its heart. From her, I learned to spot the crooked seams that betray shoddy 
craftsmanship and to strive for more precision in my own work, textile and otherwise. With that 
lesson in mind, I have taken care to ensure that the “seams” of this project remain as even as 
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possible. Although I consider a selection of works from disparate cultures and time periods, I 
employ a consistent pattern of analysis to facilitate coherent commentary. Each chapter begins 
with a foundational textile myth from antiquity, then uses that myth to read critically a pair of texts 
written in French that share similar themes and/or kindred authors.  
My maternal grandmother Reba never worked in a furniture factory, but she taught me to 
pay attention to fabrics. From her marriage in 1957 to the present day, she has been a homemaker, 
and her aptitude for that work far surpasses anything that Donna Reed or June Cleaver could hope 
to achieve. Her home is a collection of painstakingly curated and maintained objects, surfaces, and 
spaces, and its fabrics are an important part of the texture of my childhood. Her house has always 
felt somewhat like a museum to me, with its French Provincial furniture, monogramed towels that 
are for show and not for use, and pearl-white carpet that has been the same pristine color and 
downy texture my entire life. She refuses to give any gift that is not swaddled in sturdy paper with 
an impressive bow, and she can detail the provenance of every pantsuit and sweater set she owns. 
From her, I learned to examine textiles both inside and out, and to consider the mysterious 
poignancy that can stem from particular combinations of color, texture, and pattern. It is with her 
discerning eye in mind that I arrange my objects of analysis in this project with some creativity. 
Rather than commenting on the relationship between texts and textiles chronologically or 
geographically, I prefer to arrange thematic bundles of texts that push beyond the aesthetics of a 
single literary movement or the conditions of a single historical moment to reveal mysterious 
affinities amonh physically and temporally distant authors.  
This study explores a broad range of textile crafts and textual forms produced by French 
speakers.1 Chapter 1 uses Penelope’s weaving trick in Homer’s Odyssey (8th century BCE) as a 
                                                
1 In a survey that considers texts written in French from disparate time periods and across geographies, choosing 
appropriate and concise terminology to describe those texts and their authors is a challenge. Having been published 
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basis for understanding the knot tying in Madame de Graffigny’s 1747 fictional travel memoir 
Lettres d’une péruvienne (Letters from a Peruvian Woman), and the decorative embroidery in 
George Sand’s 1832 romantic novel Indiana. Chapter 2 recounts the myth of the Fates and explains 
how the thread of destiny is re-shaped into lace in Gérard de Nerval’s romantic novella Sylvie 
(1853), and into knitting in Michel Tremblay’s 1978 magical-realist novel La grosse femme d’à 
côté est enceinte (The Fat Woman Next Door is Pregnant). Chapter 3 opens with a critical reading 
of Arachne and Minerva’s weaving contest in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (8th century CE) which 
serves as a guide for understanding the stitching and embroidery motifs in French philosopher 
Michel de Montaigne’s 1580 renaissance humanist collection Les Essais (The Essays), and 
Amerindian poet Charles Coocoo’s 1988 experimental poetry collection Broderies sur Mocasins 
(Embroidery on Moccasins). Finally, Chapter 4 begins with verses from Exodus in which two 
weavers carry out an artistic commission from God, only to be undermined by fellow tribesmen 
who undertake a heretical metallurgy project; this passage of scripture serves as a model for 
understanding two real-world political contexts, medieval Paris and colonial Algeria, in which 
textile and literary production were both subject to scrutiny and value judgement by cultural 
authorities. At the center of this chapter are two texts which diverge and intersect with 
contemporary weaving industries: Marguerite Porete’s c. 1300 volume of beguine mystic poetry, 
                                                
by French authors in France, the works of George Sand, Françoise de Graffigny, and Gérard de Nerval are simply 
French. Marguerite Porete, Mohammed Dib, Michel Tremblay, and Charles Coocoo are more difficult to describe. I 
have decided to classify Marguerite Porete’s poetry simply as French, because it emerged from the intellectual and 
religious culture of 14th-century Paris; Porete was, however, born in the County of Hainaut (modern-day Belgium), 
and she was officially a subject of the Holy Roman Empire. I describe Michel Tremblay’s novel as Québécois, or 
francophone Québécois, because it belongs to the distinct literary culture of the majority French-speaking Canadian 
province Québec. I classify Mohammed Dib’s novel as Maghrebi, a term that encompasses most of the cultures of 
northwest Africa, and describe Dib as a Magrhebi author of French expression; nevertheless, it is important to note 
that Algeria’s official national language is Arabic, and not all Maghrebi authors write in French. Finally, I refer to 
Charles Coocoo, a member of the Atikamekw First Nation of Canada, as an Amerindian author of French expression. 
At any other moment where I use the term francophone or French-speaking, it is simply to denote the linguistic 
commonality between the authors in this study, not to describe the relationship of the author’s home culture to France 
or the French language.  
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Le miroir des âmes simples (The Mirror of Simple Souls), and Muslim Algerian author Mohammed 
Dib’s 1957 anticolonial realist novel Le métier à tisser (The Weaving Loom).  
In the broadest sense my research questions the prevalence of this text/textile, or 
weaving/writing connection in our language, literature, and material practice. In these first pages 
it is already clear that the connection spans oceans and runs through genres, from oral culture, to 
written verse, to prose. Arriving at this project steeped in the fabrics of my grandmothers and the 
stories of female weaving figures in Western mythology—Penelope, The Fates, Minerva—my first 
instinct is to read the connection as a gender phenomenon in which textile motifs correlate to some 
element of femininity, either real or imagined, within a text. In her 1974-1979 art installation The 
Dinner Party, American visual artist Judy Chicago uses ceramics and embroidery to recount an 
alternative narrative of Western history in which “female heroes,” many of whom have faded from 
mainstream cultural memory, are venerated through the handiwork that they would have done in 
their lives. Atop a triangular dinner table, a reinterpretation of Jesus’s Last Supper table, thirty-
nine place settings are laid for the heroines Chicago exhumes. Each setting holds porcelain dishes 
shaped to symbolize its heroine’s accomplishments and a runner embroidered with her name and 
iconography. In 2007 Chicago recorded a guided video tour of the exhibition, in which she 
observes, “Whenever there is profit associated with needlework or textiles, women are pushed out 
of the profession, and men take over. However, women have always continued to do needlework, 
and one can learn to decode needlework, and see in it a record in the changes of the status of 
women throughout time” (Chicago n. pag.).  
In this project, which features three female authors and five male authors, I remain 
cognizant of Chicago’s interpretation of men’s interest in needlework as opportunistic and 
women’s relationship to needlework as ancient and essential. At the same time, I question whether 
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this gender dynamic holds true for literary representations of textiles; that is to say, whether men 
who craft needlework motifs, imagery, and plots on the page do so in a way that differs from 
female authors who employ similar literary strategies. In doing so, I consider the fact that 
patriarchy and profit might only be two threads among many that figure into the intertwining of 
texts and textiles across geographies, timelines, and cultures. As such, I supplement my literary 
analysis with political, economic, religious, and identity-based lines of inquiry to understand why 
individual authors, in their personal and historical specificity, weave textiles into their texts.  
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Chapter 1 
Exotic Weavers as Symbolic Authors in Graffigny and Sand 
Because textile crafts have been associated with feminine domesticity throughout the 
history of Western culture, I begin this project by introducing a female weaver of Greek 
mythology, two female French authors who render textile motifs in prose, and two female 
protagonists skilled at knot tying and embroidery.2 First, I examine Homer’s Penelope, whose 
weaving and unweaving in The Odyssey not only preserve her marital fidelity, but also maintain 
the space necessary for the fulfillment of the hero’s journey and the arrival of the poet’s 
denouement. Then, I turn my attention to the heroines of Françoise de Graffigny’s 1747 epistolary 
novel Lettres d’une péruvienne (Letters from a Peruvian Woman) and George Sand’s 1832 
romantic novel Indiana. I interpret these fictional craftswomen as avatars through which their 
female authors express frustration with the patriarchal structures that limit their literary output; at 
the same time, I perceive the mark of each author’s bourgeois class identity in her choice of an 
exotic “other” to play the role of the weaving heroine.  
 When Homer’s Odyssey begins, Penelope has not seen her husband Odysseus in twenty 
years. Most of Ithaca assumes he is dead, and, wanting another lord and ruler, they expect Penelope 
to remarry. A raucous gang of suitors invades her home, eating her food, drinking her wine, and 
threatening to murder her son Telemachus if she does not agree to marry one of them. As these 
men occupy the lower level of her home, she confines herself to female quarters upstairs. At her 
loom, she devises a clever plan to buy time until Odysseus returns. Claiming to be working on a 
burial shroud for her father-in-law Laertes, she instructs the suitors to “go slowly, keen as you are 
to marry me, until I can finish off this web, so my weaving won’t all fray and come to nothing” 
                                                
2 For an archaeological perspective on women and textile work in the ancient world, see Elizabeth Wayland Barber’s 
Women’s Work: Women, Cloth, and Society in Early Times (W.W. Norton & Company, 1994).  
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(II.107-109).3 Then, each night, she unweaves her day’s work, extending the shroud’s completion 
date indefinitely. When Odysseus returns, disguised as a beggar, Penelope allows him entry into 
their home based on a textile-themed question.4 This invitation from Penelope secures his presence 
in the home, and ultimately allows him to defeat the suitors and retake his rightful place.   
In the absence of a female counterpart to a poet of Homer’s magnitude, locating an ancient 
model of female authorship requires creativity.5 Placing Penelope at the center of a critical reading 
of The Odyssey is one way to fashion such a model. This technique might seem overly generous 
given that she appears in only a third of the poem’s books, weaving and weeping while her husband 
crosses oceans and battles monsters; yet, close reflection reveals Penelope to be the co-architect 
of Odysseus’s triumph. Without her “masterpiece of guile” at the loom, as the suitor Antinous calls 
her scheme (II.101), Odysseus would have returned to find his home and kingdom usurped. 
Furthermore, without Penelope’s reverence for the goddess of crafts and domestic arts Athena, the 
latter may have refused Odysseus the crucial aid she ultimately bestows on him.6 Finally, on a 
structural level, Penelope’s strategic weaving and unweaving mirror the poet’s technique of 
entangling the hero in sequential episodes of danger, and unravelling those episodes to permit his 
                                                
3 All references to The Odyssey refer to Robert Fagles’s English translation (New York: Penguin, 1996) unless 
otherwise noted. The parenthetical citations refer to books of the poem in Roman numerals and verses of books in 
Arabic numerals, i.e. (IX.19-20) for Book 9, verses 19-20.  
4 The gradual process by which Penelope recognizes Odysseus, after Athena has disguised him as a beggar, reveals 
Penelope’s intimate knowledge of her own textile work. She initially trusts him to enter the house only because he 
can answer the question she poses about what “cut of man” he is, referring to his clothing specifications (XIX, 252).  
5 It is foolish to think that ancient women did not participate in the oral literary tradition. Nevertheless, Western culture 
has failed to transmit the work of ancient female poets in the same manner that it has preserved the voices of ancient 
male poets. For this study, I have deliberately chosen to begin each chapter with widely-circulated foundational myths 
and texts that ground the analyses of lesser-known francophone works in common literary knowledge. I would, 
however, suggest consulting Jane McIntosh Snyder’s The Woman and the Lyre (Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 
1989) for more on female authorship in antiquity.  
6 Respect for divinity, in particular for Athena, is fundamental to Penelope’s character. As a reward, Athena is attentive 
to her needs. For example, in Book IV, while Penelope laments her situation in private, Athena visits her to reassure 
her of her support. This is a much softer version of the goddess Athena than the one we see in Ovid’s Arachne myth, 
in part because Penelope is a much more reverent weaver than Arachne; while the latter vehemently denies the 
goddess’s influence, the former readily embraces it. Ovid’s Arachne myth will open Chapter 3 of this project.  
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escape. Thus, Penelope preserves Odysseus’s position as husband and king, maintains a positive 
rapport with the divine realm, and gives Homer space in the narrative to extend the hero’s journey 
across twenty-four books. Through her silent guardianship of the “thread” of the frame narrative, 
which allows the voiced narrator to turn his attention to far-flung shores, her weaving is an act of 
authorship.  
Homer’s willingness to watch Penelope suffer at the same time that he uses her skill to 
advance his narrative could be considered nothing more than a literary trace of ancient patriarchy, 
in which the male poet profits from imagined female misery without a second thought for the after-
effects of that trauma on her person. Yet, two proto-feminist French texts, Graffigny’s Lettres 
d’une péruvienne and Sand’s Indiana, follow a similar model in which their female authors take 
advantage of the imagined experiences of exotic and abused women to advance their own 
rebellions against elements of patriarchy. Because of their singular notoriety in their respective 
periods of French literature, Graffigny and Sand are both regarded as foremothers of modern 
female authorship and paragons of early feminism.7 At the same time, both belonged to the 
privileged classe bourgeoise, a social location that could explain their hearty appropriation of 
exotic heroines’ trauma in their literary projects.  
Novelist, playwright, and salon hostess Françoise d’Issemberg d’Happencourt de 
Graffigny was a preeminent figure of the Enlightenment intelligentsia of mid-18th-century Paris. 
Her early adult life was marred by an abusive marriage, the death of a child, and rejection from 
her own family following a legal separation from her husband; even the early days of her literary 
                                                
7 Graffigny’s celebrity as a feminist foremother is mostly confined to academia. For example, in March 2015, the 
Voltaire Foundation published a blog post suggesting that scholars consult a recently-published edited volume of 
Madame de Graffigny’s more than 2,500 personal correspondences in celebration of International Women’s Day (See 
“Voltaire Foundation” in Bibliography). Meanwhile, George Sand captures imaginations both inside and outside 
academia. In 2007, Québécoise singer Céline Dion recorded a song set to the text of one of Sand’s love letters to 
Alfred de Musset in her release D’elles, a concept album of songs based on texts by influential francophone women. 
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career were spent in upper-class itinerancy, living with wealthy friends to make ends meet while 
developing her craft.8 Nevertheless, she achieved literary celebrity in 1742 with her epistolary 
novel Lettres d’une Péruvienne, a fictional travel memoir heavily influenced by Montesquieu’s 
1721 work Lettres Persanes (Persian Letters).  
Like Montesquieu’s Lettres, Graffigny’s Lettres belongs to a current of 18th-century 
French literature wherein writers used the first-person perspective of an exotic fictional character 
to reflect on France’s social landscape and French cultural customs. 18th-century specialist James 
Creech notes that novels like Graffigny’s Lettres constitute a development of “French curiosity for 
other cultures,” wherein “critical awareness of both cultures [French culture and the “other”] is 
introduced in a manner that refuses to allow either to serve as a privileged reference or standard” 
(Creech 409-410). When compared to previous periods of French travel writing, in particular the 
journals of French explorers who often overemphasized or underemphasized cultural difference in 
their records of contact with other societies, Graffigny’s text is a considerably gentler attempt at 
writing in the voice of the exotic individual (Creech 409). Lettres d’une péruvienne follows an 
Incan princess, Zilia, who has been stolen from the shores of Peru and delivered into French high 
society. Throughout her journey, she must avoid violence by learning whom to trust, puzzling 
through European cultural customs, and attaining proficiency in French. While Zilia’s successful 
negotiation of these trials in the midst of deep heartache does signal an evolution towards empathy 
in Enlightenment literature and remains a bold declaration of feminine perseverance for the epoch, 
                                                
8 In his Graffigny” biography Madame Péruvienne, Gilbert Mercier produces a stunning narrative from the scholarly 
evidence on the author’s life. In it, he includes vivid descriptions of the abuse that her husband would inflict upon 
her regularly: [French] “Tout de même, elle prit peur le soir où, ayant sans doute perdu au jeu et bu encore plus que 
de coutume, son mari s’avisa de lui saisir le nez entre ses doigts nerveux et de l’entraîner à travers les pièces du 
château, au prétexte qu’il ne découvrait partout que désordre et négligence” (Mercier 27-28). [English]: “All the 
same, she feared the evenings when, having no doubt lost at gambling and having drunk even more than normal, her 
husband dared to grab her nose between his irritable fingers and to drag her through the rooms of their home, 
claiming that he saw nothing but disorder and negligence everywhere” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
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it also betrays a problematic willingness on Graffigny’s part to co-opt her heroine’s experience of 
colonial violence in an effort to critique French patriarchy. Two elements of the text that reveal 
this symbolic transference of the author’s own plight onto her heroine are Graffigny’s reinvention 
of Peruvian quipus, a traditional system of record-keeping knots, as a tool for prose writing, and 
Zilia’s willing assimilation to European cultural expression following the nullification of her 
engagement.  
In the novel’s first letter Zilia recounts her capture by Spanish explorers on the day of her 
wedding; this letter, and all that follow it, are addressed to her lover, and brother, the Incan prince, 
Aza.9 In the letter she explains that, during the kidnapping, she thought quickly to hide quipus, a 
set of colored strings used for tying symbolic systems of knots, underneath her dress.10 Incapable 
of communicating with her captors, knot tying is her sole means of expression, and she clings to 
her textile craft in the same spirit of melancholy that draws Penelope to the loom. At Zilia’s lowest 
point in the sea crossing, when she has stopped eating and is contemplating suicide, she identifies 
the action of tying the quipus as her only source of solace. Addressing an imaginary Aza, she 
writes:   
Ces noeuds qui frappent mes sens, semblent donner plus de réalité à mes 
pensées...La sorte de ressemblance que j’imagine qu’ils ont avec les paroles me fait 
une illusion qui trompe ma douleur: je crois te parler, te dire que je t’aime, t’assurer 
de mes voeux, de ma tendresse, cette douce erreur est mon bien et ma vie...Tu me 
chéris ; je consens à vivre.11   
                                                
9 The prohibition of sibling incest is one example of a French cultural standard that is foreign to Zilia, and with which 
she must grapple upon arrival to France. Creech explains, “The Incas are shown to live in a social system in which the 
sun is god. The overriding ethical imperative is not to break the ties that bind the solar deity to his incarnations on 
earth. Thus Prince Aza, as the “organ of the sun,” was obliged to marry Zilia precisely because she was his closest 
blood relative” (Creech 413). It is interesting to note that this “exotic” mythology, which Creech describes in terms of 
textile “ties,” functions as a foundational textile myth for Zilia’s journal at the same time that Graffigny draws on 
Penelope’s model, an abandoned lover who picks up a textile project, in crafting Zilia’s character.  
10 For an in-depth look at quipus and their function in Peruvian history and material culture, consult Ascher and 
Ascher’s Code of the Quipu (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan Press, 1981). Although Graffigny’s text demonstrates some 
level of research on the quipu, this text emphasizes their use in mathematical and statistical recordkeeping.  
11 [English]: “These knots which touch my senses seem to make my thoughts more real; the kind of resemblance I 
imagine them to have with words creates an illusion which brings relief to my suffering. I fancy that I am speaking to 
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 (Graffigny 53-54)  
Soon after she “consents to live,” she is rescued from her Spanish captors by French sailors, the 
leader of whom is the nobleman Captain Déterville. He immediately presents himself as a suitor, 
although Zilia does not understand his advances, and he and his sister collaborate to introduce the 
Péruvienne to Parisian society once they land in France. As her French improves during her time 
living in Paris, her reliance upon the quipus begins to diminish. Eventually, she runs out of string 
to tie them, at which point she learns to read and write French. Although she continues faithfully 
to address her written observations to Aza, keeping a catalog of the bizarre rituals and customs she 
witnesses in France, Déterville soon reveals to her that he has discovered Aza living in Spain; he 
explains the latter has converted to Catholicism and that he no longer wishes to marry Zilia. When 
she hears this news, her illusions about her lover are shattered, but she does not exhibit nearly the 
same level of heartbreak that she does upon her kidnap. Instead, she carves out a life for herself in 
Paris and dissuades the persistent Déterville from pursuing her hand in marriage. Finally, from her 
own home with its own library—which the Déterville siblings purchase for her—she begins the 
project of translation from which the text itself is supposed to spring.  
Although quipus serve as a refuge, connection to the past, and means of expression for 
Zilia, Graffigny’s knots only loosely correlate to quipus as they actually function in Peruvian 
material culture. Much of the ancient history of quipus remains a mystery, but archaeologists 
understand generally that they were invented to keep track of statistics, such as tax records and 
numbers related to military organization (Ascher and Ascher  81). Furthermore, while quipus did 
evolve to fulfill a ceremonial and cultural role following the adoption of European writing systems, 
this evolution from a statistic function to a symbolic one does not necessarily indicate their ability 
                                                
you, telling you that I love you, assuring you of my devotion, of my affection, this sweet delusion is my soul possession 
and my life...You cherish me, I agree to live” (Graffigny, Transl. Mallinson 26).  
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to contain prose (1-3). All the same, Graffigny writes with confidence on quipus in her 
“Introduction historique,” where she equates them with “notre art d’écrire” (“our art of writing”), 
a system dictated “par des noeuds placés de distance en distance” (“by knots placed at various 
distances”) that reminds the Incas of “les choses dont ils vouloient se ressouvenir” (“the things 
they want to remember”) (Graffigny 37). It would certainly be anachronistic to hold Graffigny to 
the standards of archaeological research available in the 20th and 21st centuries; nevertheless, it is 
important for modern readers to remember that she cites only European texts as her sources for 
her understanding Inca culture, and that she openly criticizes the Peruvian people as being amateur 
historians: “Il n’y a point de peuple dont la connaissances sur son origine et son antiquité sont 
aussi bornées que celles des Péruviens. Leurs annales renferment à peine quatre siècles” (Graffigny 
25).12 
On top of the bold poetic license Graffigny takes with quipus, Zilia’s abandonment of the 
knots for written French is another choice that signals the author’s self-interest in crafting her 
heroine’s escape from two potential love plots. In her 1988 monograph Subject to Change, Nancy 
Miller devotes an entire chapter to Zilia’s rejection of the quipus in favor of French writing. She 
sees this action as a literal “denouement” in which the heroine’s psychological fulfillment 
culminates in the decoding of her native system of knots into a European writing system: “[Lettres] 
rewrites that passage from knot to denouement in a way that thematically and materially grounds 
the seventeenth-century account of a subjectivity constituted through the refusal of the love story 
                                                
12 [English]: “No other people has such a limited knowledge of their origins and antiquity as the Peruvians. Their 
annals cover barely four centuries of their history” (Sand, Transl. Mallinson 5). In the 1802 French edition of Lettres, 
which is cited throughout this project, Graffigny refers to only one source text in the “Introduction historique,” the 
French translation of Baron Samuel von Pufendorf’s mid 17th-century history of contemporary Europe, Asia, Africa, 
and America, Introduction à l’histoire moderne, générale, et politique de l’Univers (Introduction to the Modern 
History, General and Political, of the Universe). Pufendorf was a German politician, philosopher, and historian who 
lived from 1632-1694. 
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and retreat from its places” (Miller 127).13 Given that Graffigny’s husband died soon after their 
tumultuous separation, and that her state of widowhood gave her a certain artistic freedom in which 
to fashion herself into a serious writer, Lettres seems to represent not only Zilia’s untying of the 
knots that held her broken dreams, but Graffigny’s symbolic untying of the duties of marriage that 
prevented her from pursuing a literary career early in life. Once Zilia ties her final knot and sets 
pen to paper, she begins a metamorphosis that pushes her ever closer to her author’s own 
biography.   
In general, both the overconfidence of Graffigny’s explanation of quipus and Zilia’s 
rejection of the quipus in favor of written French reveal that Graffigny’s interest in Zilia’s colonial 
experience lies primarily in the melodrama of captivity and escape. I imagine that, for Graffigny, 
the identity transformation from dejected wife and mother to celebrated author and intellectual 
figure felt something like being transported to foreign shores. Furthermore, I imagine Graffigny, 
who suffered physical abuse in a loveless marriage, found therapeutic value in writing a character 
who escapes marriage altogether. Nevertheless, the heartache that Zilia pours into her quipus and 
later inscribes on the page, is heavily focused on the trauma of separation from a lover, and only 
marginally describes the trauma of enslavement. While gender subjugation and colonial violence 
are certainly interdependent structures, Graffigny’s experience of domestic violence and Zilia’s 
experience of colonial kidnapping are not the same, and Graffigny’s willingness to imply a kinship 
between them reveals her to be a flawed foremother for modern feminist writers.   
Critical writing on Graffigny’s life and career consistently highlights the speed with which 
she fell out of the minds of French literary and cultural thinkers in the early 19th century, despite 
her contemporary celebrity. For that reason, writing on Graffigny often takes on an air of 
                                                
13 To clarify, when Miller refers to the 17th century, she is referring to the period in which Zilia’s story is supposed to 
take place, not to the century in which Graffigny was writing.  
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activism.14 Yet, any project that seeks to render a dynamic portrait of Graffigny as she lived and 
worked in the day-to-day must be willing to recognize her virtues as intimately intertwined with 
vices. Gilbert Mercier commits himself to this balanced perspective in the preface of Madame 
Péruvienne, a 2008 biography whose title alludes to the sobriquet Graffigny received from 
Voltaire:  
« La grosse, » comme l’appelait [la duchesse] Élisabeth-Charlotte [d’Orleans], était 
un personnage éminemment romanesque. Une liberté de ton, un goût pour les ragots 
et les intrigues, peu scrupuleuse en affaires, parfois dissimulatrice, tout cela pourrait 
faire penser à une mégère. Pourtant, devant son coeur de femme sensible, on lui 
passait tout...Par son entregent, elle attira chez elle la plupart des personnages en 
vue dans la société parisienne: Voltaire et son ami, le duc de Richelieu, le 
mathématicien Maupertuis, Jean-Jacques Rousseu...Mais elle s’entoura surtout de 
personnages originaux convenant à son tempérament de femme romanesque et 
imprévisible, capable de verser toutes les larmes de son corps le matin et de rire « à 
se tenir les côtes » le soir. C’est pourquoi cette biographie s’attache essentiellement 
à accompagner presque au jour le jour Madame de Graffigny...dans cette 
spontanéité familière qui la rendait tantôt adorable, tantôt agaçante, en sorte qu’elle 
apparaît comme une sorte d’archétype d’une nouvelle école des femmes.15  
(Mercier 11)  
 
While Lettres d’une péruvienne certainly deserves scholarly attention for its contemporary 
success, its position in a larger genre of exotic travel epistolary novels, and the singularity of its 
                                                
14 For some scholars, researching and writing on Graffigny has been a career-long pursuit. In 2016 the Voltaire 
Foundation at Oxford University published a 15-volume collection, compiled over four decades, of more than 2,500 
of Graffigny’s personal correspondences. The size and scope of this project indicate that the scholars dedicated to 
correcting Graffigny’s partial erasure from cultural memory take that injustice seriously and see great value in her 
writing.  
15 [English]: “‘The fat woman’ as [Duchess] Élisabeth-Charlotte [of Orleans] called her, was an eminently fanciful 
character. Her liberty of tone, her taste for gossip and intrigue, her unscrupulous affairs, sometimes hypocritical, in all 
these qualities one might think of her as a shrew. However, before her sensitive feminine heart all sorts [of people] 
passed...Through her sociability she attracted many of the figures at the center of Parisian society: Voltaire and his 
friend the Duke of Richlieu, the mathematician Maupertis, Jean-Jacques Rousseau...But she surrounded herself, above 
all, with original characters who suited her quixotic and unpredictable feminine temper, which allowed her to shed 
every tear in her body in the morning and to pass to side-splitting laughter in the evening. That is why this biography 
endeavors essentially to accompany Madame de Graffigny from day to day, in that familiar spontaneity that renders 
her at times loveable and at times irritating, such that she appears to be an archetype for a new school of womanhood.” 
(Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
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author’s experience in 18th-century Paris, it should not escape criticism for the moments when 
Graffigny’s imagination of colonial trauma and her exploitation of her exotic heroine is limited by 
her class privilege.  
Much like Graffigny in the 18th century, Amantine-Lucile-Aurore Dupin, known by her 
pen name “George Sand,” achieved unparalleled success as a female writer in mid-19th century 
France. She too experienced an unsatisfying first marriage, although her problems arose not from 
abuse but from differences of taste with her spouse and a fundamental rejection of the stifling of 
passion and freedom that 19th-century bourgeois marriage required. In her biography The Double 
Life of George Sand, Renee Winegarten explains that as early as 1823, when Dupin was still 
pregnant with her first child, she expressed dissatisfaction with the “charmless future” of marriage 
in letters to her friend Emilie de Wismes (Winegarten 58-59). Eventually, she separated from her 
husband, moved to Paris, and established a literary identity and love life that burn brightly in 
cultural memory. She is known as much for the scandals of her personal life—including frequent 
affairs with other artists like Polish composer Frédéric Chopin, and her habit of appearing in public 
dressed in men’s clothes—as she is for the gender politics and social criticism contained in her 
writing. In 1832 Dupin collaborated with her romantic partner Jules Sandeau to publish her first 
independent novel, Indiana, under the pen name George Sand.  
 In a chapter on feminine agency and female authorship, Indiana’s inclusion might seem 
peculiar. During much of the novel that bears her name, the heroine is the picture of stereotypical 
feminine hysteria, a delicate creature who succumbs to fainting spells and wilts like a flower before 
the seductive advances of a blatant lothario. While her misguided search for a person who will 
truly love her can be exhausting to follow—any reader familiar with the love triangle trope can 
predict her relationship blunders from a mile away—her daily life confined within the upper-class 
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19th-century patriarchy is nevertheless pitiable. She is a beautiful creole woman, born on the island 
of Réunion, whose family handed her over in marriage to a miserly old man.16 She has two 
potential lovers who vie for her affections, her neighbor Raymon de Ramière who tries through 
seduction and her bland English cousin Ralph Brown who eventually succeeds through austere 
loyalty.17 Yet, each man views Indiana primarily as the potential reward for his own brand of 
masculinity rather than as a potential companion with her own point of view. In the midst of these 
constraints, she is also expected to do and say very little, to be an uncomplicated object of beauty.  
In the novel’s opening scene, the narrator describes Indiana directly following a catalogue 
of her husband’s expensive paintings, as if she herself were one of the portraits:  
Car sa femme avait dix-neuf ans, et, si vous l’eussiez vue enfoncée sous le manteau 
de cette vaste cheminée de marbre blanc incrusté de cuivre doré ; si vous l’eussiez 
vue, toute fluette, toute pâle, toute triste, le coude appuyé sur son genou, elle toute 
jeune, au milieu de ce vieux ménage, à côté de ce vieux mari, semblable à une fleur 
née d’hier qu’on fait éclore dans un vase gothique, vous eussiez plaint la femme du 
colonel Delmare, et peut-être le colonel plus encore que sa femme.18  
(Sand 50) 
 
Throughout the novel, she is described in this mode, both as a passive object (“enfoncée,” 
“semblable à une fleur née d’hier”) and a canvas upon which other characters’ emotions are 
                                                
16 Indiana’s Creole identity is most visible in the presence of Noun, a maid in the Delmare home. Noun is Indiana’s 
“soeur de lait” (literally, “milk sister,”) meaning the two were nursed by the same woman in infancy; she belongs to 
a much lower class category than Indiana and is more frequently identified as “créole” than Indiana, leading the reader 
to believe Noun is of a visibly different race. Yet, Sand frequently describes the two as looking incredibly similar, and 
works to mirror both characters in her plot. Most importantly, both women are objects of Raymon’s affections. In the 
novel’s exposition, he has an affair with Noun, who becomes pregnant with his child and drowns herself in a river. It 
is only after her death, when Raymon wants to conceal the true reason that she killed herself, that he turns his attentions 
seriously to Indiana; the latter eventually attempts to drown herself in the Seine when Raymon ultimately rejects her. 
For more on Sand’s use of mirroring and doubles, see Naomi Schor’s chapter “Reading Double: Sand’s Difference” 
in The Poetics of Gender (New York: Columbia UP, 1987): 248-269.  
17 After Raymon leaves Indiana and her husband dies, Ralph declares his love to Indiana and the two enter into a 
suicide pact. Their attempted suicide by drowning fails, and they eventually marry and settle on the island of 
Réunion. 
18 [English]: “For his wife was nineteen years old, and if you had seen her deep in the chimney-corner beneath the 
huge, white marble mantelpiece incrusted with burnished copper, if you had seen her, so slender, pale, and sad, her 
elbow on her knee, so young a girl in this old house, beside her old husband, like a newly-opened flower in an antique 
vase, you would have pitied Colonel Delmare’s wife, and perhaps the Colonel even more” (Sand, Transl. Raphael 16).  
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projected (“vous eussiez plaint...peut-être le colonel plus encore que sa femme”). The only 
exceptions to this pattern are the moments where Sand places Indiana before an embroidery frame. 
In the tradition of Penelope, Indiana discovers embroidery to be a refuge for thought, emotion, and 
scheming. The novel’s first embroidery scene takes place in the salon of her husband’s home, 
where Indiana is seated at the frame amongst friends and family after a dinner party. While others 
chat and play games, she embroiders, without much discernable thought or emotion:  
Indiana remplissait patiemment un fond de tapisserie sur le métier de sa tante. Elle 
était penchée sur son ouvrage, absorbée en apparence par cette occupation 
mécanique, et contente peut-être de pouvoir échapper ainsi au froid bavardage de 
ses voisins. Je ne sais si, cachée par ses longs cheveux noirs qui pendaient sur les 
fleurs de son métier, elle repassait dans son âme les émotions de cet instant rapide 
qui l’avait initiée à une vie nouvelle, lorsque la voix du domestique qui annonça 
plusieurs personnes l’avertit de se lever. Elle le fit machinalement, car elle n’avait 
pas écouté les noms, et à peine si elle détachait les yeux de sa broderie lorsqu’une 
voix la frappa d’un coup électrique, et elle fut obligée de s’appuyer sur sa table à 
ouvrage pour ne pas tomber.19  
(Sand 86-87) 
More so than the initial portrait description, this snapshot of Indiana betrays dimensions of both 
her outer and inner lives. On the outermost level, the presence of the domestique (servant), along 
with the chattering, card-playing dinner guests, reminds the reader that Indiana’s needlework is 
not an economic necessity but, rather, a conspicuous luxury meant to pass the copious free time 
afforded by her husband’s wealth. Moving further inward, the narrator’s description of her 
“occupation mécanique” (“mechanical occupation”) reminds readers of the embroidery frame’s 
double purpose: it provides Indiana self-soothing repetitive movements, but it also acts as a 
sanctioned shield that deflects the nosy attention from other, similarly bored bourgeois people in 
                                                
19 [English]: “Indiana was quietly working at her tapestry background on her aunt’s loom. She was bending over her 
work, apparently absorbed in this mechanical occupation, and perhaps pleased to be able to escape in this way from 
the insipid chatter of her neighbours [sic]. I do not know whether, hidden by her long black hair hanging over the 
flowers in her tapestry, she was reviving, in her heart, the emotions of that fleeting instant which had initiated her into 
a new life, when the servant’s voice announcing several people made her get up. She did so mechanically, for she had 
not listened to the names, and had barely lifted her eyes from her embroidery when a voice struck her like an electric 
shock, and she had to lean against her work table so as not to fall” (Sand, Transl. Raphael 49). 
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the room. Beyond these class and social signifiers, Sand’s narrator both reveals inner turmoil and 
foreshadows emotional conflict through the imagery and movement of Indiana’s embroidery. 
When her “longs cheveux noirs” (“long black hair”) brushes against the silk threads of the floral 
motif, the narrator seems to hint that Indiana is in danger of weaving her own bodily fibers into 
her work and becoming trapped within a literal ornamental object. Furthermore, the hint of doubt 
in the narrator’s presentation of the details—“Elle était ...contente peut-être” (“She was...content 
perhaps”) and  “Je ne sais si” ( “I don’t know if”)—suggest that Indiana is on the verge of reaching 
a mental and emotional space to which none of her habitual observers, not even Sand’s narrator, 
have access. The ambiguity of this moment, which could lead to danger or epiphany, is cut by the 
“coup électrique” (“electric shock”) of Raymon’s entry into the salon, the moment that begins 
Indiana’s descent into amorous pain.  
 The tapestry appears next in the novel, when Raymon and Indiana are much further in their 
dangerous flirtation than in the preceding scene. In a similarly social setting, surrounded by friends 
and family, Raymon sits at Indiana’s work table and beholds the tapestry in progress:  
Au salon, il s’assit à son métier, examina (tout en causant et en jouant la 
préoccupation) les fleurs de sa broderie, toucha toutes les soies, respira le parfum 
que ses petits doigts y avaient laissé. Il avait déjà vu cet ouvrage dans la chambre 
d’Indiana ; alors il était à peine commencé, maintenant il était couvert de fleurs 
écloses sous le souffle de la fièvre, arrosées des larmes de chaque jour. Raymon 
sentit les siennes venir au bord de ses paupières, et, par je ne sais quelle sympathie, 
levant tristement les yeux sur l’horizon qu’Indiana avait l’habitude mélancolique 
de contempler, il aperçut de loin, les murailles blanches de Cercy, qui se détachaient 
sur un fond de terres brunes.20  
(Sand 137)  
  
                                                
20 [English]: “In the drawing-room he sat down at her loom, studied the flowers of her tapestry (chatting all the while 
and pretending to be preoccupied), touched all the silk threads, and breathed in the fragrance that her little fingers had 
left on it. He had seen this work already in Indiana’s room; then it had scarcely been begun, now it was covered with 
flowers which had opened up under her feverish breath and were watered by her daily tears. Raymon felt that he 
himself was on the verge of tears, and by means of some inexplicable sympathy as he sadly raised his eyes to the 
horizon that Indiana habitually studied in her melancholy, he could see in the distance the white walls of Cercy which 
stood out against a background of brown countryside” (Sand, Transl. Raphael 91).  
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In the same way that Sand’s snapshot of Indiana at the embroidery frame reveals previously unseen 
layers of the heroine, Raymon’s time seated at the work table offers a glimpse into his inner world. 
Between the first tapestry description and this second one, both the relationship between Indiana 
and Raymon and the tapestry have become more explicitly sexual. The flowers of the tapestry are 
now in full bloom, and the sight of them calls to Raymon’s mind Indiana’s “soufflé de la fièvre” 
(“feverish breath”), and as he caresses the silk threads, he imagines the flowers smell the same as 
Indiana’s “petits doigts” (“little fingers”). At the same time, there is deep pain intertwined into 
these sexual sensations. Indiana’s breath provides the flowers with heat necessary to flourish, but 
her tears “water” them, signaling the degree to which Raymon’s love is contingent upon suffering. 
This paradox reappears when Raymon turns from the tapestry to stare gloomily out the window 
on the “terres brunes” (“brown earth”), a stark real-world contrast to the artificial blooms of 
Indiana’s tapestry.  
In the tapestry’s final appearance in the novel, it characterizes the nature of Cousin Ralph’s 
affections for Indiana. During one of the most tense scenes of the love triangle between Indiana, 
Raymon, and Ralph, the latter mentions an agreement that he and Indiana have apparently made: 
“N’était-ce pas chose convenue, que je te donnerais un cheval en échange du meuble que tu brodes 
pour moi ?” (Sand 154).21 Whereas Indiana experiences an almost subconscious need to hide 
herself in the tapestry, and Raymon sees in the tapestry a reflection of his own intensity as a lover, 
Ralph understands the tapestry in economic terms. Like a traditional marriage, in which two 
individuals exchange or combine property, he sees it as a pawn in a sentimental transaction. While 
this implies that he threatens to take ownership of the tapestry, and in turn to deprive Indiana of 
her source of refuge and self-expression, his allusion to their bargain does reveal his strengths as 
                                                
21 [English]: “Didn’t we agree that I’d give you a horse in exchange for the chair-cover you’re embroidering for 
me?” (Sand, Transl. Raphael 106).  
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a potential lover. Ralph cannot produce the heavy sighs that Raymon feels embedded in the 
tapestry, but he can bring the tapestry out of its ornamental sphere and put it to work as a covering 
for furniture. Furthermore, his mention of the tapestry in a sentence of dialogue, rather than his 
internal reflection on it, shows that he recognizes Indiana’s subjectivity, allowing her to speak for 
herself. Finally, his willingness to exchange a horse for the tapestry implies that he sees value in 
Indiana textile work beyond its ability to reinforce his own virility. There is clear self-interest in 
this barter, but there is also a level of respect deeper than any Raymon ever demonstrates.  
Just as Graffigny molds Zilia’s knot-tying to fit her own narrative purpose, Sand and her 
narrator benefit from Indiana’s embroidery, perhaps more than Indiana herself ever does. In the 
1832 preface to the novel, George Sand, the presumed male author, anticipates criticism the novel 
will receive for its weak characters and their bad behavior. S(he) explains that the novel functions 
as an allegory for the impossibility of virtue in contemporary society, amidst “ces jours de 
décadence morale.”22 Of Indiana’s character, s(he) writes:  
Indiana, si vous voulez absolument expliquer tout dans ce livre, c’est un type ; c’est la 
femme, l’être faible chargé de représenter les passions comprimées, ou si vous l’aimez 
mieux, supprimées par les lois ; c’est la volonté aux prises avec la nécessité ; c’est l’amour 
heurtant son front aveugle à tous les obstacles de la civilisation. Mais le serpent use et brise 
ses dents à vouloir ronger une lime ; les forces de l’âme s’épuisent à vouloir lutter contre 
le positif de la vie. Voilà ce que vous pourrez conclure de cette anecdote, et c’est dans ce 
sens qu’elle fut racontée à celui qui vous la transmet.23 
(Sand 40) 
 
The stinging commentary from a female author writing in male drag, both reaffirms and troubles 
Sand’s status as a feminist paragon. On the one hand, s(he) succeeds in defending Indiana as a 
                                                
22 [English]: “These days of moral decadence” (Sand, Transl. Raphael 9).  
23 [English]: “If you insist on an explanation of everything in the book, Indiana is a type. She is a woman, the weak 
creature who is given the task of portraying passions, repressed, or if you prefer, suppressed by the law. She is desire 
at grips with necessity; she is love dashing her blind head against all the obstacles of civilization. But the serpent wears 
out his teeth and breaks them when he tries to gnaw a file. The powers of the soul become exhausted when they try to 
struggle against the realities of life. That is the conclusion you may draw from this story, and that was its meaning 
when it was told to the writer who passes it to you now” (Sand, Transl. Raphael 7).  
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portrait of feminine repression under the relentless laws that render married women powerless in 
19th-century France. Furthermore, s(he) subtly hints at personal experience with those laws by 
alluding to the fact that something or someone transmitted the idea for the story, but not specifying 
what or whom.24 On the other hand, Sand readily admits that Indiana is not a representation of a 
real woman, but a trope intended to communicate a moral. When Sand terms her plight as “la 
volonté aux prises avec la nécessité” (“desire at grips with necessity”), Indiana’s tapestry comes 
to mind once more. It is a tool for self-expression and the outpouring of hidden desires, but it is 
also a highly conventional art form that works to deliver Indiana from one set of constraints, her 
marriage to Delmare, to a more palatable set of constraints, her quiet pastoral life with Ralph. Like 
a repeated motif on a tapestry, the days of her second marriage stretch out into the future ad 
infinitum, with fixed beauty. As such, it ends up being a tool by which the author can tie up the 
plot and its moral, rather than a work of art in which the character who creates it can delight.     
Feminist literary critic Naomi Schor recognizes that Sand’s feminism is somewhat limited 
by modern standards, in that it fails to “convert her individual revolt against the inequities of 
patriarchy into a collective movement of mass political action.” At the same time, she concedes 
that Sand’s prose “comprehends the imbrication of power and desire” and understands that “history 
and its contingencies shape desire” (Schor 659). In a sense, Indiana and its central textile object 
reveal the degree to which Sand was willing to engage in stereotypical presentations of feminine 
weakness, and even assume the guise of the masculine author who would perpetuate those 
stereotypes, in order to subvert her own experiences of patriarchal constraint. While the interlacing 
and inversions of gender and power in Sand’s texts offer attentive readers an endless puzzle to 
decode, her techniques do relatively little to encourage deep sympathy for Indiana or the countless 
                                                
24 I interpret the passive voice in Sand’s final sentence of this paragraph to mean that the author received the story 
through experience, through having it (loveless marriage, repression, etc.) forced upon her in real life.  
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real women who lived lives of solitary, perpetual misery imprisoned in the fickle glimmer of 
bourgeois luxury.   
I come away from Graffigny and Sand understanding that these two female authors with 
subversive literary projects are no less likely to play upon stereotypes of women, particularly 
textile craftswomen, than a male poet of Greek antiquity. Both Graffigny and Sand reject the 
possibility of writing direct accounts of their personal experiences of abuse; and neither novel 
directly addresses the prejudices its author endures as a female artist. Instead, to symbolize the 
repressed European woman’s ascension to authorship, Graffigny transforms an ancient Peruvian 
knot tying technique into a therapeutic journaling tool and an Incan princess into a French writer. 
Likewise, to communicate the degree to which stifled passion maddens a young wife trapped in a 
loveless marriage, Sand sentences her Creole heroine to an existence of constant objectification in 
which the only safe display of emotion is working on an ornamental tapestry that mirrors male 
desire. These authors benefit from the otherness of their weaving heroines, but do little to render 
the harmful effects that poverty, racial discrimination, and foreignness inflict upon the people who 
experience those social phenomena. It is essential to recognize that Graffigny and Sand do not 
have any extra ownership over the textile arts and textile artists that advance their novels simply 
because they are female writers. Their empathy is ultimately conducted through the heroine’s knot 
or needle and returned back to the author herself.  
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Chapter 2 
Twisting the Thread of Destiny in Nerval and Tremblay  
In the previous chapter, two female French authors followed Homer’s model by using the 
textiles that their heroines produced in times of pain to advance the plots of their novels.  In this 
chapter, I consider another woman-centric textile myth from the ancient world, the story of the 
Fates of Greco-Roman mythology whose thread represents divine authority over birth, life, and 
death. Then, I turn my attention to two more works by French and francophone authors who engage 
with the myth: the 19th century French romanticist Gérard de Nerval and the 20th century 
Québécois magical realist Michel Tremblay. In doing so I seek to understand how the purposeful 
alteration of the myth of the Fates advances each author’s project in the context of his political and 
social milieu and personal biography. Understanding that gender does not necessarily correlate to 
empathy for the textile worker, or lack thereof, I pay particular attention to the affectionate 
relationships these male authors establish with their female craftswomen. 
In classical mythology, “fate” is not an abstract concept of destiny, or a word meaning 
something inevitable. Rather, the Fates are three sisters who sit side-by-side with a thread drawn 
between them. The first holds a spindle, the second, a distaff, and the third, a pair of shears. Over 
the centuries, the Fates have had different names. The Greeks called them Moriai, meaning “share” 
or “lot,” and named them individually, Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. The Romans called them 
“Parcae,” from the Latin parcere (“to spare”), and named them Nona, Decima, and Morta. In 
Hesiod’s Theogony, they are said to be the daughters of Nyx, the goddess of Night (Hesiod 67).  
In Plato’s Republic, they are closely linked with the three dimensions of time: “Lachesis of what 
has been, Clotho of what is, and Atropos of what is going to be” (Bloom 300). And in Ovid’s 
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Metamorphoses, we learn that the supreme god Jupiter is able to see when the Parcae will cut the 
thread of life for each human, but that he is unable to interfere with their work (Ovid 134).  
 In Gérard de Nerval’s 1853 novella Sylvie: souvenirs du Valois (Sylvie: Memories of 
Valois), the unnamed narrator adores three women who do not love him back: Aurélie, an actress, 
Adrienne, a young nun, and Sylvie, a lacemaker. These women are his Fates. Although each of 
them is of mundane social status, the narrator projects divinity onto them by expecting that love 
from any or all of them will give his life meaning, purpose, and direction.25 This effort to secure 
happiness through infatuation and seduction is ultimately thwarted by forces of destiny: 
Adrienne’s death, Sylvie’s marriage to a man of her own social class, and Aurélie’s lingering 
attachment to her former lover. When read in the context of Nerval’s 1855 suicide and 
Romanticism’s decline as a movement, Sylvie makes a strong case for the inevitability of fate, just 
as classical mythology does. Yet, the romantic sensibility that ultimately isolates the narrator is 
the same aesthetic force that enriches Nerval’s prose with intricate imagery. As such, it is necessary 
to analyze how Sylvie rejects the finality of death and decay at the same time that it pays homage 
to the Fates.   
In La grosse femme d’à côté est enceinte (1978), Michel Tremblay is equally interested in 
the divinity of ordinary women. Rose, Violette, and Mauve, invisible sisters who speak the 
working-class Canadian dialect joual, are mundane Fates.26 They ceaselessly knit baby clothes, 
                                                
25 Each woman is something of a “nobody,” in that her social mobility is firmly constrained. Adrienne, before her 
death, is confined to lifelong cloister. Aurélie, an actress, might mix with the upper classes who patronize the theater, 
but she is certainly not a member of that set. And Sylvie, as talented as she may be as a lacemaker, is destined to live 
her life in la classe ouvrière, the working class that will support increasing industrialization. Nichola Anne Haxell’s 
article “Woman as Lacemaker” (The Modern Language Review, 89.3, 1994), elaborates on the identity transition from 
single lacemaker to married woman as it played out in history, versus how it plays out in the literary trope of the young 
lacemaker.  
26 The term joual, (an alternative pronunciation of cheval, meaning “horse”), designates a non-standard dialect of 
spoken Canadian French with origins in the Québécois working class. It has been a subject of much political, cultural, 
and literary discourse in 20th and 21st-century francophone Canada. Some people apply the term derogatorily to 
designate an inferior dialect of Canadian French that reflects low levels of education and the instability of the Canadian 
francophonie. For others, like Michel Tremblay, the term has been re-appropriated and celebrated for its ability to 
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unaware that they are supernatural beings whose knitting correlates directly with the births and 
deaths of their neighbors. Their mother guides their work, gently scolds their mistakes, and 
dissuades them from thinking too much about the centuries they have spent working and watching 
from their front porch. The first in the six-novel series Chroniques du Plateau-Mont-Royal 
(Chronicles of the Plateau Mount Royal), this novel is one of the earliest examples of Tremblay’s 
career-long effort to validate his native working-class subculture of Montréal by writing about it 
in its own dialect. In doing so, he turns the traditional project of Québécois authorship—sustaining 
francophone Québécois existence through literature—on its head, by suggesting that the 
uneducated and illiterate have been a powerful counterforce to extinction in Québec’s history.  
Just as the first chapter of this project explored French female authors who use Penelope 
as a model to represent their own creative struggles, this chapter seeks to describe the creative 
relationship that Nerval and Tremblay have with the myth of the Fates. In it, I pose two central 
questions. First, if the entirety of a person’s life is equivalent to a segment of thread held taut in 
divine hands, does an author gain access to some agency over that thread by writing fictional lives 
into being? As I answer this question, I attend closely to each author’s choice of textile craft, as 
lacemaking and knitting are, essentially, methods of manipulating single threads into intricate 
patterns. Second, to what degree, if any, do Nerval’s and Tremblay’s personal struggles with their 
own conditions of existence influence their creative relationship with the Fates? Here, differences 
in each author’s biography, national identity, and location in history are essential considerations. 
Gérard de Nerval’s most famous works appeared in the 1850s, when both his life and the 
zenith of French Romanticism were nearing their end. In 1854, he published Les Filles du feu, a 
                                                
represent Québécois lived experience as it has sounded and continues to sound for certain francophone Canadians. 
For a sociolinguistic perspective on Canadian French, joual, and surrounding crises of perception, consult Chantal 
Bouchard’s monographs La langue et le nombril (Montréal: Fides 2002) and Méchante langue (Montréal : Les Presses 
de l’Université de Montréal 2012).  
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collection of drama, poetry, and short prose that included Sylvie. Having suffered several mental 
breakdowns in years prior, he envisioned the work as both the first volume in his collected 
masterpieces, and the definitive artifact that would prove his sanity to friends and loved ones. 
Although these aims were ultimately undermined by his suicide in January 1855, the beauty of Les 
Filles du feu stands in stark contrast to the tragic end its author would meet soon after its 
publication. Furthermore, its calculated balance between fantasy and reality suggests that its author 
was deeply conscious of the “thread of reality” even as insanity overtook him.27 At the same time, 
the narrator’s meandering forays into the idyllic recesses of his memory are intricately wrought 
and often lighthearted. As such, Sylvie offers its reader both jolts of reality and tastes of fantasy, 
but refrains from urging the reader to accept one over the other.  
Among the most vivid instances of the reality/fantasy dialectic, as well as the text/textile 
motif, in Sylvie is the reminiscence entitled “Othys.” In it, the narrator describes a dress up game 
that he and Sylvie played when they were teenagers. Early in the chapter, Sylvie tries to help her 
aunt prepare dinner, but the older woman scolds her for risking damage to her fingers, “jolis doigts 
qui font de la dentelle—plus belle qu’à Chantilly28 !” (Nerval 17). 29 Under pretense of wanting to 
                                                
27 Critic Peter S. Thompson contends, “It is most important to pay attention to levels of explicitness both in Nerval’s 
emphasis on the thread of reality in the narrative and in his cultivation of the spiritual and the relatively fantastic” 
(97). For more on Nerval’s “thread of reality” in Sylvie, see Thompson’s “Sylvie the Method of Myth” (Nineteenth 
Century French Studies, 12.1, 1983).   
28 [English]: “Pretty fingers that make finer lace than Chantilly!” (Nerval, Transl. Page 19).  
29 It is likely that Sylvie would have learned to make lace at a lace school, run by a master craftswoman and in the 
company of other young handworkers. In his 1881 Histoire civile et religieuse de la Ville de Crépy-en-Valois, L’Abbé 
Gross, the curate of Lévignen describes the origin of these schools in Sylvie’s native Valois region. From this passage 
we can infer that Sylvie’s occupation as a lacemaker puts her in the tradition of other young, unmarried girls of her 
class and region, who learn to make lace in order to bring in an income before they can be “seriously occupied” with 
marriage and motherhood. [French]: “On fabrique à Crespy beaucoup de dentelles depuis quelques annés. Ce genre 
d’occupation y a été apporté par des femmes étrangères et il commence à s’étendre dans les cantons voisins. Ces 
femmes ont commencé leur établissement par une espèce d’école ou apprentissage, auquel elles admettaient des jeunes 
filles qui n’étaient pas d’un âge à pouvoir s’occuper sérieusement: on suit encore la méthode qu’elles ont introduite.” 
(84)  [English]: “Much lace has been produced in Crespy for some years. This sort of occupation was brought here by 
foreign women and it is spreading to the neighboring districts. These women established themselves through a sort of 
school or apprenticeship program to which they admitted young girls who were not yet of an age to be seriously 
occupied: we still follow the method they introduced.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).   
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find old lace samples to use as a model for future projects, she and the narrator sneak upstairs to 
try on clothes. She chooses her aunt’s old taffeta gown, and he finds a gamekeeper’s uniform that 
belonged to her late uncle. While fastening Sylvie’s laces, the narrator’s description of her naked 
shoulders peeking out from her dress melts into conjecture about what the aunt’s young body must 
have looked like in it—“les sabots garnis de dentelle découvraient admirablement ses bras nus, la 
gorge s'encadrait dans le pur, corsage aux tulles jaunis, aux rubans passés, qui n'avait serré que 
bien peu les charmes évanouis de la tante” (Nerval 19)30. For the casual reader, this scene might 
constitute nothing more than a grown man’s fond memory of adolescent flirtation. Yet, when 
Sylvie is read as an ersatz Fate, and when Nerval’s writing is read as a manipulation of the thread 
of destiny, this scene takes on new weight.   
It is, perhaps, coincidental that the parts of Sylvie’s body that secure her livelihood, her 
hands, are the same appendages through which the Fates dictate life itself by holding and cutting 
their thread. However, it is certainly not coincidental that the narrator is so attentive to Sylvie’s 
capability as a lacemaker, and to the details of the textiles that furnish their dress up game. In her 
article, “Woman as Lacemaker: The Development of a Literary Stereotype in Texts by Charlotte 
Bronte, Nerval, Lainé, and Chawaf,” Nicola Anne Haxell argues that young female lacemakers 
represented in the works of male authors constitute a “patriarchal idealization of the feminine” 
which roughly parallels the historical process by which men reaped many of the financial and 
ideological rewards from women’s textile labor (545-547). In other words, male authors and/or 
their male narrators ask lacemakers to do the physical work of producing adornments, and the 
symbolic work of functioning as adornments; in turn, the male narrator and/or male author can 
benefit from her production, using the lace itself as a symbol for a leisured lifestyle and the 
                                                
30 [English]: “The lace frills displayed to advantage her bare arms, and her bust was outlined by the corsage of yellow 
tulle and faded ribbon which had concealed but little the vanished charms of her aunt” (Nerval, Transl. Page 20). 
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lacemaker as a symbol for an economic and social system whereby the woman carries out 
production, and the man dictates distribution, market orientation, and location (546). Haxell 
concludes that Sylvie’s decision to marry when mechanization threatens her job prospects 
produces a “sense of loss” in the narrator, but not in Sylvie herself; it is his own fragility that 
emerges through her textile work (550). While Haxell is critical of Sylvie’s narrator for taking part 
in this literary exploitation of lacemakers, she does not level much criticism toward Nerval himself 
for any rewards he might reap from Sylvie’s craft.  
I am convinced that Nerval looks toward Sylvie as a teacher rather than as a source of 
cheap labor. Unlike his narrator, who sees Sylvie’s craft as a reflection of his own good taste, 
Nerval is interested in emulating Sylvie’s craft rather than describing it. Interestingly, for all of the 
emphasis the narrator puts on Sylvie’s position as a lacemaker, in no scene does he describe her 
working with a needle or spindle; nor does he describe, in any detail, the sizes, patterns, or textures 
of the laces she produces. The closest he comes to this sort of description in “Othys” are the aunt’s 
comments about the quality of Sylvie’s work, which he includes to advance the plot of their 
dressup game. In this way, Nerval writes a man into being whose only occupation is to turn his 
thoughts, memories, and hopes over on themselves in order to shape them into something that will 
satisfy his yearning for beauty and romance. As such, Nerval does not fill pages with easy 
descriptions of the work his titular character produces for him, nor does he allow his narrator to 
successfully reduce Sylvie to an empty trope. Instead, Nerval twists the thread of one man’s life 
into intricate patterns, that are their own sort of lace: beautiful to behold but ephemeral and 
ultimately impractical. In the novel’s final frame-narrative scene, the narrator takes Sylvie to see 
Aurélie’s play. When the narrator asks Sylvie if she sees a resemblance between the actress and 
Adrienne, Sylvie delivers the ultimate reality check: “Pauvre Adrienne ! Elle est morte au couvent 
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de Saint S…, vers 1832” (Nerval 39).31 These are the novel’s final words, as swift and decisive as 
the Fates’ shears. With the news of Adrienne’s death, the author’s hope for his life’s fulfillment, 
and our glimpse into his life, ends. As such, Sylvie snips the thread of Nerval’s lacework, securing 
the end to a tale of male fragility.  
When considering the Fates and their presence in Nerval’s writing, it is impossible to 
ignore the symbolism of the thread in Nerval’s death. On January 26, 1855, the author was found 
hanging from the railing of a staircase on the bleak rue de la Vieille-Lanterne in Paris.32 Although 
there was some debate in the months that followed as to whether or not he had been murdered, 
scholars generally accept that his death was a suicide.33 In the framework of the myth, to commit 
suicide would require literally pulling the thread of destiny from the hands of those who spin it; 
Jupiter himself never managed such a rebellion. This interpretation is by no means meant to 
romanticize Nerval’s death. The hopelessness that he likely felt amidst his struggles is horrible to 
consider; and his death at age forty-six means that the francophone literary canon contains at least 
two blank decades where his contributions should have been inscribed. It is impossible to know 
how long Nerval’s writing would have remained relevant in the face of changing tastes, which 
favored the realism of Flaubert and the naturalism of Zola. Two more decades could have put an 
end to Nerval’s celebrity, making him a less compelling object of study for future literary scholars. 
Because he chose to twist the thread of fate one final time, we will never know what fate held in 
store for him. As always with Nerval, there is ambivalence to this ending. It is impossible to know 
if he transgressed the will of those goddesses whom he seems to venerate through characters like 
                                                
31 [English]: “Poor Adrienne! She died at the Convent of Saint S…, around 1832” (Nerval, Transl. Page, 37).  
32 A street in the old 7e arrondissement which disappeared during Haussmann’s renovations of the city (Jean 78).  
33 Ibid., Investigators briefly suspected his death to be murder, because he was found hanging with his hat still on his 
head.  
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Sylvie, or if he knew better than most that he was approaching the end of the thread that they had 
allotted for him.  
While Nerval’s incorporation of the Fates coincides with death—his own, the end of his 
career, and the decline of Romanticism as a movement—the Fates signify persistent life in an early 
novel by francophone Canadian author Michel Tremblay. Among the most prolific living 
Québécois writers, he has produced thirty-two novels, twenty-eight plays, and five film scripts 
since his literary debut in 1965. A central theme that runs through his oeuvre is the contribution of 
the working class to the vitality of Québec’s francophonie, and the importance of female 
community in this effort. His first play, Les Belles-soeurs (1965), remains his most popular and 
most translated work. Set at a kitchen table, performed by an all-female cast, and written in joual, 
it centers on the vernacular voices and working-class spaces that many Montrealers of Tremblay’s 
generation knew intimately, but which had little place in Québécois art or literature prior to his 
work. Québec’s contemporary cultural elite, on the other hand, saw open celebration of joual and 
its speakers as “vulgarité” (Biron 467). When a theater in Paris showed interest in staging Les 
Belles-soeurs, Québec’s Minister of Cultural Affairs, Marie-Claire Kirkland-Casgrain, withheld 
necessary funds, fearing that it would give French audiences further reason to dismiss Québec as 
an inferior and illegitimate francophonie (Gautrin and Abel n. pag.). Nevertheless, the play was 
successfully staged in Paris in 1974, and its popularity paved the way for Tremblay’s dozens of 
subsequent works, which take place in the same universe as Les Belles-soeurs. In his first novel 
La grosse femme d’à côté est enceinte (1978) (The Fat Woman Next Door is Pregnant), the 
quotidian drama of the Plateau neighborhood gains a mythical dimension when his cast of 
characters expands to include three sisters who are older than memory itself, and their mother who 
can see past, present, and future.  
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The novel’s first sentence is simple: “Rose, Violette, et Mauve tricotaient” (7)34. Building 
on the fundamental formula of the Fates—three sisters plus a thread—a few short pages of 
introduction effortlessly establish destiny, memory, and matriarchy as the novel’s main themes. 
While the sisters knit, they are preoccupied with the date, 2 May 1942, because the unseasonably 
warm weather reminds them of “l’année que Victoire a eu Gabriel,” the year when the old woman 
next door gave birth to her first son (7). When they devolve into light bickering over the details of 
that year, their mother Florence arrives to remind them of the task at hand, commenting “Tu 
tricotes trop lousse,” (“you knit too loosely”) when their technique begins to slip (7). As the novel 
progresses, Florence reveals herself to be not only a mother and master craftswoman, but also the 
all-knowing, supernatural guardian of the family that lives next door. It is in this household that 
the eponymous “grosse femme enceinte,” (“fat pregnant woman”) Victoire’s daughter-in-law and 
Gabriel’s wife, is on bedrest because of her advanced-age pregnancy. She and the tricoteuses 
(knitters) are the immobile poles around which the novel’s action revolves.  
Although the tricoteuses are the frame narrative for the central drama of Victoire’s 
household, their story has its own arc. At the novel’s outset, Rose, Violette, and Mauve are 
unaware of their own immortality. They remember details, like Gabriel’s birth, but only in 
isolation. They are unable to make connections between events or to register dimensions of time. 
Midway through the novel, Violette has a few flashes of memory that interrupt the rhythm of her 
knitting. As her curiosity toward these memories grows, the baby socks she is making become 
misshapen, and she has the panicked urge to unravel them. Her mother forbids it, noting “Faut 
jamais retourner en arrière. On est là pour que toute aille vers l’avant. Ce qui est tricoté est tricoté 
                                                
34 [English]: “Rose, Violette, and Mauve were knitting” (Tremblay, Transl. Fischman 9).  
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même si c’est mal tricoté” (85).35 At the climax of the frame narrative, Florence considers 
revealing to her daughters that they are the invisible guardians of Victoire’s lineage, “gardiennes 
cahcées surveillant, veillant, liées, protégeant de loin les berceaux, comptant les naissances mains 
non les morts” (179).36 Through this reflection, the reader learns definitively how these semi-
divine women work. Rose, Violette, and Mauve pour their energy into preparing for imminent 
births, while Florence keeps a total record of the past, and silently bears the details of the future. 
She is strict in her refusal to interfere with this arrangement, and she views her responsibility with 
great reverence: “Florence savait tout ce qui allait venir, ou presque, mais elle se refusait à le 
consulter. Attendre. Regarder. Tricoter. Des pattes de bébés pour perpétuer la lignée” (179).37 At 
the novel’s end, the fruits of Florence’s diligence are revealed when the grosse femme finally 
leaves her home to counsel the younger pregnant women in the neighborhood, seven in total, on 
what to expect upon delivery.  
Tremblay’s reinterpretation of the Fates goes beyond stylizing their dialogue and textile 
work to blend into the Plateau of 1942. Nowhere in classic myth are the Fates humanized to the 
degree that Rose, Violette, and Mauve are; no version places their mother in such a central role; 
and, most importantly, the Fates of antiquity would never dream of “comptant les naissances et 
non pas les morts,” (“counting the births and not the deaths”), prioritizing collective posterity over 
individual destiny. These divergences from the foundational myth point to an effort on Tremblay’s 
part to tailor this myth to a highly specific conversation about the viability of the Québécois 
francophonie. In every period of Québécois history, the province’s francophone writers have 
                                                
35 [English]: “Never look back. We’re here so that everything will keep moving ahead. What’s knitted is knitted—
even if it isn’t knitted right” (Tremblay, Transl. Fischman 77).  
36 [English]: “Florence, Rose, Violette, Mauve...hidden watchers, surveying and looking on, united, protecting cradles 
from afar, counting the births, but not the deaths” (Trembly, Transl. Fischman 158).  
37 [English]: “Florence knew everything that would happen—or almost—but she refused to consult it. Wait. Watch. 
Knit. Baby booties to perpetuate the line” (Tremblay, Fischman, 159).  
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concerned themselves with questions of political sovereignty, cultural insecurity, and the threat of 
linguistic assimilation. The beginning of Tremblay’s career coincided with “La révolution 
tranquille”, one of the quickest and most dramatic shifts in Québécois culture and politics, which 
saw rampant secularization and increased emphasis on improved standards of living for the 
province’s working-class francophone majority.38  
For Tremblay, there is no way to discuss the viability of a Canadian francophonie without 
including the contributions of working-class matriarchs. In a 2006 episode of the Radio Canada 
documentary series Tout le monde en parlait, he explains how joual, the vernacular he spoke at 
the home, resulted from working-class women’s resistance to anglophone assimilation:  
Pour moi le joual est une chose assez admirable, parce qu’il est né de la volonté des 
femmes au début du 20e siècle à Montréal de rester francophone...L’argent était 
anglais. Alors, les hommes allaient travailler en anglais, et ils apportaient à la 
maison des mots anglais. Mais c’est les femmes qui voulaient rester francophone. 
[Le joual] c’est le rencontre des mots [anglais] que [les hommes] apportaient à la 
maison.39 
 (Gautrin and Abel)  
 
The centrality of working-class matriarchs to Tremblay’s literary ethos could explain why his 
reinterpretation of the Fates is deliberately realistic, and why it includes a central mother figure. 
Apart from the epic consequences of their knitting—and the fact that they are invisible to everyone 
but the neighbor’s cat—the tricoteuses are no different from any household of women on the street. 
Like their neighbors, they cook, clean, work, and gossip, and stay rooted in their small domestic 
sphere. Tremblay would suggest, that like their neighbors, these seemingly mortal goddesses 
                                                
38 For a comprehensive overview of La révolution tranquille, see Lucia Feretti, “La révolution tranquille,” L’Action 
nationale (89.10), 1999.  
39 [English]: “For me, joual is a rather admirable thing, because it was born from the will of women at the beginning 
of the 20th century in Montreal, [the will] to stay francophone. Money was English. So, men would go to work in 
English, and they carried English words back home with them. But it was the women who wanted to stay francophone. 
[Joual] is the counter to the [English] words that [men] brought home.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor) 
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possess a vital power, that they do not recognize or fully understand. Within this set, only Florence 
understands the true impact of their work, and she decides to keep that knowledge to herself.  
 While Rose, Violette, and Mauve mirror working-class Québécois women in their 
unassuming divinity, Florence functions as the avatar through which Tremblay comments on 
Québécois authorship. Writing about the Montréal of the 1940s from the Montréal of the 1970s, 
the scope of Tremblay’s perspective on life in the Plateau is similar to Florence’s. He foresees the 
monumental changes of “La révolution tranquille,” which will occur during his younger 
character’s lifetimes. Yet, like Florence, who refuses to reveal the future to her daughters, he 
focuses deliberately on daily life in the Plateau. He stretches the twenty-four hours of 2 May 1942 
over nearly three-hundred pages, creating a rich drama out of a single, seemingly unremarkable 
day. Like Florence and her daughters, Tremblay maintains a barrier between his subjects and 
himself. He does not allow any interventions from himself or his goddesses to create a past with 
fewer mistakes, or to create a more secure future for present-day Québec. Instead, he gives the past 
the gift of his undivided literary attention, and in doing so, encourages writers and readers to do 
the same.  
 While the connection between knitting and authorship is more apparent in Tremblay than 
the connection between lacemaking and authorship is in Nerval, the tricoteuses philosophy of 
knitting parallels Tremblay’s project of working-class francophone validation in subtle ways. 
During World War II, across Europe and in North America, knitting was a primary way by which 
women could contribute to the war effort from the “home front.” In their book-length study, War 
Imagery in Women’s Textiles, Deborah Deacon and Paula Calvin explain the significance of 
knitting for Canadian women, and in particular, for Canadian women during World War II. Unlike 
other textile crafts such as embroidery and beadwork which aboriginal Canadian women practiced 
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before European colonization, knitting is a textile craft that arrived to North America through 
European settlement. According to these authors, when the Canadian citizenry were mobilized as 
British subjects during the world wars, knitting reinforced Canada’s ties with England by putting 
the products of Canadian handiwork, usually socks, onto the bodies of British soldiers (72, 85-86). 
For many francophone Québécois, however, the notion of being subject to England, or even to the 
authority of anglophone Canada, was repulsive. Two years after the action of La grosse femme 
takes place, a “crise de la conscription” (crisis of conscription) would arise, in which many 
francophone Québécois actively opposed conscription into the Canadian army, citing examples 
from the previous and ongoing war in which francophone soldiers were treated poorly compared 
to their anglophone counterparts.40  
While war is a constitutive feature of Tremblay’s text, there is no explicit mention that 
anyone’s knitting is intended for the war front. In fact, the knitting that Rose, Violette, and Mauve 
produce often runs counter to Canadian wartime knitting standards. Whereas home front knitters 
were instructed, via pamphlets, to take time to create well-shaped items and conserve the wool that 
was “too precious to waste” (Deacon and Calvin 86), Florence insists on ceaseless knitting rather 
than well-shaped knitting. This has everything to do with the fact that Rose, Violette, and Mauve 
knit in service of birth rather than in service of war. They knit in service of life, rather than of 
death. If Florence speaks for Tremblay in the text, then, he too is interested in a project that runs 
counter to the accepted wisdom of a societal machine.  
 When the novel ends, the three sisters are knitting steadily, with no interruptions. Florence 
is rocking in her chair, smiling as la grosse femme and the women of the neighborhood pool their 
knowledge to prepare each other for a successful future. Tremblay’s allegory calls on his 
                                                
40 For a mid-20th century reflection on this phenomenon, see Robert MacGregor Dawson’s The Conscription Crisis 
of 1944 (Toronto: U of Toronto P 1961).  
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Québécois readers to recognize their own power, especially those readers who occupy lower 
positions in society. They are the guardians of Québec’s future, and they guard it best when they 
step outside to collaborate with one another. Similarly, it calls on his fellow writers to work with 
the same deliberate patience that the tricoteuses exhibit. In a literary tradition marked by insecurity, 
about the future and one’s own cultural legitimacy, it is easy for writers to become overly 
concerned with the implications of their work. Yet, just as Florence suggests that Violette leave 
her small, misshapen sock as it is, Tremblay suggests to Québécois authors that every work of 
francophone Québécois literature is, in and of itself, a form of resistance to cultural and linguistic 
extinction.  
From this chapter emerges two general explanations for why Nerval and Tremblay would 
be interested in including metaphorical and literal Fates among their casts of characters. First, the 
Fates dictate life and death, not in the abstract, but with precision for every individual human. 
Their stake in individual lives makes it possible to place them in interpersonal plots that appear 
conventional but accommodate weighty themes like mortality and nationhood. Second, the Fates 
of antiquity are irreproachable and their decisions are incontrovertible. Yet, altering the Fates to 
fit a new time period and an author’s individual literary project suggests that they are not as 
inflexible as they may have seemed in centuries past; perhaps the author has a level of influence 
over destiny that not even the most powerful god, Jupiter, does. While on the outside it might 
appear that Tremblay and Nerval are guilty of the same male appropriations of female textile labor 
that Judy Chicago mentions in her Dinner Party tour, these male authors look toward the Fates 
and the textile craftswomen in their novels as models for negotiating life and death. For their 
lacemakers and knitters, they have the utmost reverence, as apprentices would have for master 
artisans. 
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Chapter 3 
Stitching and Unstitching Learning in Montaigne and Coocoo  
For both Penelope and the Fates, textiles are a means of collaboration between the human 
and divine realms. Although the Fates are responsible for human deaths, they are also the source 
of human life and their understanding of human existence is vast. Although Penelope’s goal is to 
facilitate her husband’s successful return to Ithaca and to preserve her marriage, she never wavers 
in her faithfulness to Athena, from whom her crafts spring. In Book VI of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 
we encounter a radically different relationship between the divine and human realms, in which the 
human weaver vehemently opposes the influence of the goddess of crafts and domestic arts. 
Arachne and Minerva’s weaving contest asks readers to consider the rewards and dangers of 
adhering to dogma, the conditions placed on individual self-expression, and the ownership of 
intellectual property as knowledge passes from teachers to students.  
In the passages leading up to the weaving contest, Ovid gives a brief sketch of Arachne’s 
artistic process and her rise to fame. In our day and age, she would be a superstar of the handicraft 
movement with the highest-grossing booth at her local farmer’s market. While her family is neither 
noble nor rich, her woven pieces are of such fine quality that her name is known “throughout the 
cities of Lydia” (6.11). Her wool is locally-sourced from her father Idmon, a shepherd who also 
harvests the dyes that give her threads their bold colors. Her studio is open to the public, with sea 
nymphs emerging from the water and wood nymphs descending from the mountains regularly to 
watch her work. Indeed, Ovid notes that witnessing Arachne’s process is as beautiful as beholding 
her finished products (6.17-18). Yet, when the poet suggests that her work shows evidence of 
Minerva’s divine inspiration, Arachne interjects, declaring that she is self-taught: “She denied it 
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and took offense at such a teacher. ‘Contend with me’ she said ‘I will not disagree at all if I am 
beaten’” (6.25).  
 From translator Anthony S. Kline’s subheadings, we glean the shape and outcome of the 
contest: “Pallas Minerva Challenges Arachne,” “Pallas Weaves Her Web,” “Arachne Weaves Hers 
in Reply,” and finally, “Arachne is Turned into a Spider.” This tragic transfiguration of the artist 
occurs not because Arachne’s tapestry is “better” than the Minerva’s in any technical sense, but 
because it depicts a truth of human experience the goddess cannot bear to see. While Minerva 
weaves famous scenes of the gods “in great majesty,” and four cautionary scenes of humans who 
lost their contests with Minerva, Arachne “replies” with specific instances of murder, rape, and 
deception that humans suffered at the hands of the gods. (6.83-86) To use needlecraft terminology, 
Minerva’s weaving shows the “right side” of the divine/human relationship, the pattern meant to 
be displayed and admired. Arachne’s tapestry shows the “wrong side,” the reverse pattern that 
bolsters the work but remains unseen because of its relative ugliness. In the end, Minerva rips 
Arachne’s tapestry in anger, and Arachne moves to commit suicide. Minerva is too quick, 
however, using her supernatural power as final recourse against the proud mortal woman, dooming 
her to live eternally “as a spider, [weaving] her ancient web” (6.143-145).  
In this chapter, I pair Arachne’s myth with Michel de Montaigne’s 1580 essay “De 
l’Institution des Enfans,” (“On the Education of Children”) and selected poems from Charles 
Coocoo’s 1988 poetry collection Broderies sur moccasins (Embroidery on Moccasins). My 
decision to bring a Renaissance Humanist essayist, a 20th-century Amerindian poet, and a tragic 
heroine of antiquity into dialogue is the result of two observations. First, I consider Arachne, 
Montaigne, and Coocoo to be bound together by the imagery and movement of needlework. In the 
Essais, Montaigne turns the 16th-century commonplace motif of stitching on its head, offering a 
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new model of “unstitched” speech and freedom from the “cords” that teachers use to bind students’ 
thoughts. Similarly, Coocoo invokes needlework imagery by grouping his poems and retellings of 
traditional Atikamekw myths into sections called broderies (embroideries). In doing so, he also 
lends a textile quality to his text by “weaving” Atikamekw words and names into his French verses. 
Second, I interpret Montaigne’s and Coocoo’s mutual decision to write in French as a calculated 
departure from each author’s thought tradition meant to subvert hegemonic practices of education 
and reinforce the singularity of their expression. Given that French is neither Coocoo’s nor 
Montaigne’s first language, I question the degree to which writing in French constitutes a 
transgression of cultural expectations.41 Finally, I conclude with a brief contrast between 
Arachne’s fate at the end of the myth and Montaigne’s and Coocoo’s literary legacies.  
Michel Eyquem de Montaigne was a Renaissance humanist philosopher, lawyer, and 
author. He belongs to a broad thought movement known as Renaissance Humanism, the forerunner 
of the modern liberal arts, which aimed to prepare individuals for active engagement in civic life 
by emphasizing classical knowledge and rejecting the constraints of medieval pedagogy (Grudin 
n.pag.). In contrast to Arachne’s self-made celebrity, Montaigne was born to a family of recently 
ennobled merchants in the Aquitaine region of France. His inherited social position, along with his 
father’s friendship with humanist thinkers, afforded him an exceptional education. Even before his 
institutional instruction at the Collège de Guyenne and Université de Toulouse (Micha 5), his early 
education, conducted at home, was designed to supplement traditional pedagogy with dynamic 
exercises such as games, music, physical activity, and immersion in Latin and Greek. (Hazlett 
                                                
41 Coocoo speaks Atikamekw natively, and was educated in French. Although Montaigne is among the most famous 
Renaissance French philosophers and writers, his first language was actually Latin. As Alexandre Micha explains in 
the timeline portion of his introduction to Montiagne’s Essais: [French] “1533-1539: Dès ses tout jeunes ans Michel 
est confié par son père à un pédagogue allemand, Horstanus, qui ne parle que latin avec l’enfant” (Micha 5). [English]: 
“In his earliest years Michel’s father entrusted him to a German tutor, Horstanus, who spoke only Latin with the child” 
(Personal translation, Anna Taylor).      
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n.pag.) Montaigne would go on to have a successful career as a lawyer and statesman. Renaissance 
scholar Richard Regosin notes that, in his “retirement” from law, during which time he began to 
pen the Essais in his home library, his time was “not spent entirely in domestic quiet and leisure.” 
He was elected twice as mayor of Bordeaux and “on numerous occasions played a role in national 
political affairs on behalf of Henri de Navarre, the future King Henri IV” (Regosin 249).  
Despite his elite social and political status, history remembers Montaigne best for his 
efforts to remain down-to-earth. The Essais are a thought project that meditate on topics as varied 
as sleep, friendship, Cato the Younger, and cannibals.42 Their style ranges from stream-of-
consciousness, to personal anecdotes, to sonnets written for a deceased friend. They are written in 
middle French, despite Montaigne's mastery of the classical languages and his epoch’s expectation 
that formal thought be recorded in Latin rather than in vernacular languages. And they are the 
product of nearly a decade of complete solitude; following the deaths of his best friend, humanist 
poet Étienne de la Boétie, and his father, Montaigne confined himself in 1571 to his home library 
where he began penning his “livre de bonne foy” (“honest book”) (Hazlitt n.pag.). In his preface 
“Au Lecteur” (“To the Reader”) Montaigne explains that his only goal in writing is self-
knowledge: “Je veus qu'on m'y voie en ma façon simple, naturelle et ordinaire, sans contention et 
artifice: car c'est moy que je peins” (Montaigne 3).43 In his twenty-sixth essay “De l’Institution 
des Enfans,” he reflects on his own intellectual training in order to advise his pregnant friend Diane 
de Foix on how best to educate her forthcoming son. Two elements of this essay link Montaigne 
                                                
42 In his thirty-first essay, “Des Cannibales” Montaigne writes directly on contemporary European exploration of the 
“Nouveau Monde” and its inhabitants. In it, he takes issue with the assumption that these indigenous people are 
“sauvages” (“savages”), and questions whether the European writers who employ that term are actually any more 
civilized than the native people they slander. While the imagery of “De l’Institution des Enfans” is better suited to a 
comparative study with Charles Coocoo, “Des Cannibales” is an essential link in any study that combines Montaigne 
and Amerindian authors. For more on the singularity of “Des Cannibales,” see George Hoffman’s “Anatomy of Mass” 
(PMLA 117.2, 2002): 207-221.  
43 [English]: “Here I want to be seen in my simple, natural, everyday fashion, without striving for artifice: for it is my 
own self that I am painting” (Montaigne, Transl. Screech 1). 
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back to Arachne. First, it outlines a progressive theory of education that emphasizes wisdom 
through experience and questions hierarchies between teachers and students. Second, it contains 
needlework imagery that illustrates Montaigne’s thoughts on the need for simple, straightforward 
speech in education.  
It is not a difficult task to think of Montaigne’s text as tissu. On a visual level, he includes 
frequent excerpts from classical texts which, in most print editions, are offset, giving the prose the 
appearance of a patchwork quilt. Similarly, the University of Chicago’s digitized Montaigne 
Project color codes the three couches, or revised editions of the text, showing the degree to which 
Montaigne altered and mended his own ideas. Yet, Eric McPhail’s study of Renaissance 
commonplaces, Dancing Around the Well, suggests that Montaigne often took an antagonistic 
stance toward popular motifs of piecework and assembly. At times in the Essais he accuses his 
contemporaries of “injustice et lascheté,” (“injustice and cowardice”) for copying and pasting large 
chunks of the classics and passing them off as original works (McPhail 82-84). Furthermore, 
Montaigne’s needlework imagery shows a clear preference for ripping out stitches over placing 
them. To this end, McPhail connects Montaigne’s “figurative language of sewing and unsewing 
the fabric of speech,” to another foundational textile myth: Penelope in Homer’s Odyssey. McPhail 
argues that this implicit kinship allows Montaigne to cultivate a “suspension of judgement,” in 
which he has the freedom to explore himself (to weave) and contradict himself (to unweave) (89). 
While I do not wish to recreate a pale copy of McPhail’s comprehensive exploration Montaigne’s 
relationship to the motif of assembly—in fact, I can think of nothing that would anger Montaigne 
more—I will draw upon examples similar to McPhail’s in order to connect Montaigne’s imagery 
to Arachne’s embroidery.  
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For Montaigne, the keys to better writing and better learning are one and the same: freedom 
to say and do what comes naturally. To illustrate this freedom, Montaigne frees the pupil from the 
bonds of tired pedagogical dogma through three needlework images. The first image, cords, 
symbolize the narrowness that traditional education imposes on students: “On nous a tant 
assubjectis aux cordes que nous n’avons plus de franche allures. Nostre vigueur et liberté est 
esteinte. Nunquam tutelae suae fiunt” (Montaigne 151).44 In the idiom of the myth, this correlates 
to the unquestioning fealty Arachne is expected to pay to Athena. Montaigne’s second image, the 
stitched-together sentence, communicates frustration at having to waste time stylizing language 
rather than representing thought: “On nous tient quatre ou cinq ans à entendre les mots et les coudre 
en clauses; encores autant à en proportionner un grand corps, estendu en quatre ou cinq parties, et 
autres cinq, pour le moins, à les sçavoir brefvement mesler et entrelasser de quelque subtile façon 
(Montaigne 168).”45 This thought harkens back to the image of Arachne, doomed to spend eternity 
working on the same pattern, her “ancient web.” Finally, Montaigne arrives at the image of an 
unstitched speech, in which artifice in language and learning is ripped away to reveal what already 
exists in the mind of the scholar: “Le parler que j'ayme, c'est un parler simple et naif, tel sur le 
papier qu'à la bouche; un parler succulent et nerveux, court et serré, non tant delicat et peigné 
comme vehement et brusque...plustost difficile qu'ennuieux, esloingné d'affectation, desreglé, 
descousu et hardy: chaque lopin y face son corps” (Montaigne 172).46 There is something of this 
                                                
44 [English]: “We have been so subjected to the leading-reigns that we take no free steps on our own. Our drive to be 
free has been quenched. Nunquam tutelae suae fiunt [They are neve free from tutelage]” (Montaigne, Transl. 
Screech 170).  
45 [English]: “They keep us four or five years learning the meanings of words and stringing them into sentences; four 
or five more in learning how to arrange them into a long composition, divided into four parts or five; then as many 
again in plaiting and weaving them into verbal subtleties” (Montaigne, Transl. Screech 189).  
46 [English]: “I like the kind of speech which is simple and natural, the same on paper as on the lip; speech which is 
rich in matter, sinewy, brief and short; not so much titivated and refined as forceful and brusque...gnomic rather than 
diffuse far from affectation, uneven, disjointed and bold—let each bit form a unity” (Montiange, Transl. Screech 193).  
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“parler descousu” in Arachne’s curt challenge to Athena, “Contend with me,” and in her unabashed 
depiction of the gods’ transgressions against humans.  
Like Arachne weaving the human counter-narrative to Minerva’s tapestry, Montaigne’s 
writing is willing to validate the “wrong side” of culture. In advocating for writing that is 
“vehement et brusque,” functional rather than stylized, and produced through unregulated thought, 
Montaigne demands the freedom to depict the banal, the ugly, and even the unfinished. Montaigne 
scholar Carol Clark expresses a similar idea in The Web of Metaphor, her study of imagery in the 
Essais:  
Montaigne’s choice of imagery, in its fanciful disregard for appropriate levels of 
style, thus contributes to his self-portrait. Like studied casualness of dress, it 
betokens the soldier-courtier with nothing of the pedant about him. May it not also 
serve, however, the more serious function of suggesting to us that “high” and “low” 
are unreal distinctions, that the grotesque border is as true a reflection, albeit in a 
different register, of human nature as the finished, “artistic” picture in the middle? 
(Clark 140) 
 
Here Clark’s analysis of Montaigne’s blurring of high and low aligns with the notion that 
Montaigne and Arachne are kindred in their desire to transgress accepted hierarchies. The most 
glaring example of this “disregard for appropriate levels of style” is his choice to write in French, 
a “low” register of language compared to Latin and Greek. It is even possible to suggest that 
Montaigne’s “parler descousu” refers not only to the relaxation of word choice and diction in any 
language, but also to the seismic shift from classical languages to vernacular languages. 
 Moving across the Atlantic Ocean to the boreal forest of north central Québec, let us 
unstitch our Eurocentric discussion of textile motifs to consider the function of broderies 
(embroideries) in the work of Amerindian poet Charles Coocoo. Born in 1948, Coocoo remains 
one of the spiritual and cultural leaders of the Atikamekw nation. Along with his being a carpenter, 
experimental architect of solar-powered dwellings, political activist, and spiritual leader, he is the 
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first Atikamekw person to ever publish a volume of poetry. A member of the Wemotaci 
community, one of three Atikamekw settlements created after colonizers severely limited 
Atikamekw land and hunting rights, Coocoo belongs to a generation that anthropologist Sylvie 
Poirier terms the “residential school generation” (131). As children, Atikamekws in Coocoo’s age 
demographic were forced to attend pensionnats, or assimilation boarding schools. These 
individuals, now in their sixties and seventies, are the architects of contemporary efforts to 
revitalize and reinvent traditional Atikamekw ceremonies and cultural practices. Examples of these 
efforts include language revitalization through bilingual schools, political and legal activism to 
reclaim land, and efforts to collect traditional knowledge from living elders through oral histories 
(Poirier 136).  
In these efforts, Coocoo remains active. He resides in his home Wemotaci community 
where he works as a bénévole social, or social volunteer.  During the 1990s he also took part in 
academic conferences on autochtone (indigenous) issues at universities throughout Québec, and 
authored articles in academic journals on indigenous education and cultural representation. In the 
article “L’apprentissage,” (“Learning”), he reflects on his own education, using the term 
“gouvernements illégaux” (“illegal governments”) to refer to colonizers and “chasseurs d’'âmes” 
(“soul hunters”) to refer to missionaries:  
Je suis presque convaincu qu'en me détachant de mes racines et de ma spiritualité 
autochtones, je devins un ange déchu. J'ai été moi-même éduqué au pensionnat par 
des religieux et des religieuses avec la bénédiction des gouvernements illégaux. 
J'imaginais que, dans ma communauté, je deviendrais un chasseur d'âmes et, bien 
que mon esprit eût été baptisé dans l'obscurantisme, je me disais qu'un jour je 
pourrais devenir son Excellence Monseigneur Coocoo. Heureusement pour moi, 
dans le monde étudiant des années soixante-huit, les pseudo-intellectuels ont 
commencé à chier sur l'autorité religieuse et la société en général. Avec l'alcool et 
la drogue, l'ange cornu s'enfonçait de plus en plus dans la déchéance, et mon rêve 
de devenir Excellence disparaissait peu à peu. Je croyais davantage au bon mot du 
 48 
célèbre John Lennon qui dit un jour qu'il était plus populaire que Jésus-Christ 
(117).47  
 
I include this lengthy personal commentary from Coocoo for three reasons. First, its description 
of rifts that colonial ideology has driven between individual Atikamekws and their culture gives 
me an opportunity to reiterate that I am a descendent of European colonizers. I am not Atikamekw, 
I do not know firsthand what it is like to live as an indigenous person, and although I have taken 
care to research Atikamekw cultural specificities, it is likely that my analysis will betray my own 
limited understanding of Coocoo’s experience and perspective. For this reason, I hold closely to 
his interviews and articles, so that he may speak for himself as often as possible. Second, in 
reflecting on his own education in a semi-conversational, semi-philosophical register, Coocoo 
establishes stylistic affinity with, if not a direct allusion to, Montaigne. And finally, his imagery 
of detaching himself from the “roots” of autochtone tradition further justifies his inclusion in this 
study of text/textile connections and provides context for his use of the embroidery motif.  
 As early as the table of contents, Broderies sur mocassins promises to be an unconventional 
take on traditional Atikamekw wisdom. The volume is divided into six broderies (embroideries), 
each of which corresponds to a phase of life: “La création,” “La naissance,” “L’enfance,”  “La 
maturité,” “La tradition,” and “La sagesse.”48 The number six in Atikamekw culture normally 
corresponds to seasons of nature rather than seasons of life, suggesting that Coocoo is adapting a 
                                                
47 [English]: “I am almost convinced that, by detaching myself from my roots and my autochtone spirituality, I 
became a fallen angel. I was, myself, educated in a pensionnat by priests and nuns with the blessing of illegal 
governments. I imagined that, in my own community, I would become a soul hunter and, even though my soul had 
been baptised in obscurantism, I told myself that one day I could one day become his Excellence Monseigneur 
Coocoo. Luckily for me, in the academic world of 1968, pseudo-intellectuals began to shit on religious authority and 
society in general. With drugs and alcohol, the angel sunk deeper and deeper into degradation, and my dream of 
becoming his Excellence disappeared little by little. I believed more in John Lennon’s words when he said one day 
that he was more popular than Jesus Christ.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
48 Respectively: “Creation,” “Birth,” “Childhood,” “Maturity,” “Tradition,” and “Wisdom.” 
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cultural commonplace for a new purpose.49 Knowing both that Coocoo’s education included 
humanist writing—he begins “L'apprentissage” with an anecdote about Rousseau (115)—and that 
his biography includes separation from and return to Atikamekw tradition, I understand Broderies 
sur mocassins to be a reinterpretation of Atikamekw folklore adapted to fit contemporary 
Atikamekw lived experience. I understand the embroidery motif to represent a tradition of 
Atikamekw material culture which, although it predates European contact, has changed over 
time—i.e., in color, pattern, frequency of use, materials, and tools—due to natural cultural 
evolution and to interaction with European cultures and styles of dress.50 This technical detail 
reminds us that Coocoo’s volume inscribes traces of French colonial history at the same time that 
it transmits traditional Atikamekw knowledge. While this plays out subtly on the aesthetic level of 
the broderies, it is also made highly explicit in Coocoo’s choice to write primarily in French, a 
colonizer’s language.  
 Every poem in the collection constitutes a portion of a broderie, and could therefore be 
analyzed as an example of a text/textile connection. However, four poems in particular showcase 
Coocoo’s affinity for needlework motifs and his thematic intersections with Montaigne and 
Arachne. These are: from Broderie II, “Trousseau,” (“Linens”); from Broderie III “L’enfant 
créateur” (“The Child Creator”); and from Broderie V, “La voix qui porte” (“The Voice that 
Carries”) and “Broderies sur moccasins” (“Embroidery on Moccasins”).  Like Montaigne, Coocoo 
varies the style and register of his poems throughout the volume. “Trousseau” is a straightforward 
retelling of a foundational belief in the power of imagery to influence the life of a newborn child. 
                                                
49 The six Atikamekw seasons are Sikon (pre-spring, March and April), Miroskamin (spring, May and June),  Nipin 
(summer, July and August), Takwakin (fall, September and October), Pitcipipon (pre-winter, November and 
December), and Pipon (winter, January and February). Each of these months, in turn, corresponds to particular 
features in the environment, i.e. July is “Mikomin Pisimw, or “raspberries month.” These associations also dictate 
specific movements and activities that are meant to take place during the month (Poirier 141-143). For commentary 
on the seasons in Broderies, see the poem “Octobre, novembre, décembre” (Coocoo 20).  
50 For more on Atikamekw embroidery and material culture, see Clermont in Works Cited.  
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It explains not only the rules governing the embroidery of baby clothing, such as the custom of 
letting the sages femmes (midwives) choose the images, but also the theory behind the custom: 
“Un travail de couture positive, pour que l'enfant puisse sentir l'énergie pour sa première enveloppe 
matérielle” (Coocoo 23).51 Although there is little of Arachne’s spirit of rebellion against authority 
in this poem, it offers an alternative point of view for understanding Arachne’s weaving. The myth 
Coocoo transmits suggests that a textile artist’s intentions become manifest in the object he or she 
creates. This point of view aligns with Arachne’s understanding of herself as a self-made artist, 
whose work is breathtaking because she cares deeply about it. This reading asks us to reconsider 
Arachne, not as prideful or ungrateful, but as someone who gives herself to her work (literally) 
and wants that generosity to be respected.  
 “L’enfant créateur” is much shorter, and has the rhythm of an aphorism. It is also, however, 
one of Coocoo’s more abstract poems and it expands upon reflection: 
Quand on ne connaît pas l'utilisation  
d'un objet traditionnel...  
Donnez-le à un enfant, qui vous fera  
découvrir sa découverte.  
L'enfant est plus proche du Créateur.52  
(Coocoo 30) 
 
Here, Coocoo extends Montaigne’s notion of children’s natural intellectual potential, suggesting 
that they can access a level of wisdom that adults cannot. If “Trousseau” explains how humans 
can imprint their intentions and emotions onto textile objects, “L’enfant créateur” suggests that 
children have a natural intelligence for interpreting the energies embedded in objects. When read 
in the context of Atikamekw colonial history, this poem reiterates the ideological violence of the 
                                                
51 [English]: “Positive needlework, so that the child feels energy in its first material envelopment” (Personal 
translation, Anna Taylor).  
52 [English]: “When one does not know the use / of a traditional object... / give it to a child who will make / 
understood what he understands. / The child is closer to the Creator.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
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pensionnat system, which physically separated children from their “objets traditionnels” and the 
wisdom embedded therein. To this end, the poem communicates the urgent need for Atikamekw 
revitalization efforts that focus on children, and it suggests that Atikamekw children are in a unique 
position of power to contribute to the continuation of their collective identity.  
 Unlike the anthropological tone of “Trousseau” and the axiomatic nature of “L’enfant 
créateur,” “La voix qui porte” and “Broderies sur moccasins” are short legends in narrative form. 
“La voix qui porte” tells the story of Macesk, a legendary chief and orateur with a voice “comme 
le présage d’un tonnerre lointain” (Coocoo 42).53 In it, Coocoo reveals that Macesk can hear the 
voice of Mère Aski (Mother Earth) and that he figures out how to decode her words and incorporate 
them into his own language so that they may become “partie intégrante de la beauté de la langue 
de son peuple” (42).54 At play in this poem is a theory of language that, while contextually distinct 
from Montaigne’s, advocates for something like “unstitched speech.” Through solitude and time 
spent moving within nature, Macesk realizes that the land is embedded with a fundamental 
language which he has understood since before he could speak, “lorsque son grand-père le prenait 
dans ses bras pour lui présenter la vie” (42).55 Here, as in “L’enfant créateur,” Coocoo reaffirms 
the notion that the journey toward wisdom lies not in the accumulation of new knowledge but a 
return to original knowledge. It consists not of embellishment but of deconstruction.  
In much the same way Montaigne both stitches and unstitches speech, Coocoo answers the 
deconstruction in “La voix qui porte” with images of assembly in the very next poem, “Broderies 
sur mocassins.” In it, Coocoo takes an isolated scene from legend, Macesk’s brother Napwe 
                                                
53 [English]: “Like the threat of far-off thunder.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).   
54 [English]: “An integral part of the beauty of his people’s language.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).   
55 [English]: “When his grandfather took him in his arms to present him with life.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
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standing inside kosapitcikan (“tente qui tremble,” trembling tent”), and uses it as the entry point 
for a commentary on Atikamekw cultural revitalization, and the importance of art in that process:  
Au nombre des plus dévots, Napwe  
évoque l'étrangeté de la beauté sur  
l'interdépendance étroite de relation,  
à l'intérieur de kosapitcikan. C 'était un  
courant d'air frais pour le retour à des  
concepts culturels. La source d'énergie  
pour le langage d'un peuple vers le  
sentier de conscientisation de sa  
dimension d'Être. Compréhension  
mutuelle dans une attitude créatrice.  
Les broderies sur ses mocassins sont des  
pensées de poésie pour le one way  
communautaire. L'autonomie,  
dialogue qui exprime la conception  
pour l'idéal concret, dans le cercle de culture.  
Kosapitcikan, premier pas  
vers une attitude de combat.56 (Coocoo 43)      
 
Although I have been unable to locate a comprehensive explanation of Napwe’s significance in 
Atikamekw legend, I understand from this poem that he serves as a symbol of Atikamekw identity, 
and the image of him inside of kosapitcikan is a motivating one: “premier pas / vers une attitude 
de combat.” In this sense, the embroideries on the moccasins of the “peuple” who admire Napwe—
I assume the “ses” preceding moccasins in line 11 refers to the “peuple” mentioned in line 7, and 
not to Napwe himself—are communicative. In this sense, broderie, becomes its own sort of 
language, a physical means of “compréhension mutuelle” between individual Atikamekws whose 
experiences with traditional culture differ, depending on age and family circumstance. 
                                                
56 [English]: “Among most pious, Napwe / evokes the strangeness of the beauty in / the narrow interdependence of 
relation / inside of kosapitciakan. It was a / current of fresh air of the return to / cultural concepts. The source of 
energy / for the language of a people toward the / path to awareness of their / dimension of Being. Mutual 
understanding / in a creative attitude. / The embroideries on their moccasins are / the poetic thoughts of one way / 
community. Autonomy / dialogue that express the conception of / the concrete ideal, in the circle of culture. / 
Kosapitcikan, first step / toward an attitude of combat.” (Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
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Furthermore, like movement through the forest for Macesk, they are a physical means through 
which the Atikamekw, isolated from traditional history, can decode foundational knowledge, and 
reinstate it in the context of their own lived experience. Finally, on a visual level, Coocoo 
reinforces the connection between the craft of broderie and Atikamekw tradition, by literally 
giving the Atikamekw language the appearance of an embroidered motif against French verse. 
Like Arachne, who weaves scenes of human experience lest the gods forget their crimes, Coocoo 
suggests that broderie, both literal and literary, is a weapon for combatting cultural extinction and 
assimilation.  
 In this chapter, I have explored three literary examples in which images of fabric and textile 
craft are used as sites and instruments of struggle. For Arachne, the stakes of this struggle are high, 
but she chooses to weave her knowledge of the “wrong side” of the divine/human experience rather 
than forfeit her autonomy and her rights to her intellectual property. In Montaigne and Coocoo, 
we find the same fierce commitment to overturning accepted hierarchies in order to cultivate 
authentic expression informed by lived experience. For Montaigne, the violence in his education 
was ideological, filled with masters who put “cords” around their students’ minds and demanded 
absolute fealty either to classical knowledge or to narrow theories of pedagogy. Meanwhile, the 
violence in Coocoo’s education was literal, physical, and cultural. He was constrained by the 
physical separation of the “déracinement” (uprooting) that the pensionnat system imposed on 
Atikamekw children and their families. Despite the differences in their identities and positions in 
history, each man essentially argues for the same thing: the freedom to stitch and unstitch words 
and ideas in a truthful way congruent with personal experience. Although Arachne’s myth is rarely 
interpreted as a commentary on education, this too is her plight. She dares to suggest that she can 
be her own teacher, and, although she suffers for that belief, she proves herself to be right. Finally, 
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the use of needlework motifs to encode masculine experiences in Montaigne and Coocoo further 
trouble Chicago’s presentation of textile crafts as essentially feminine; and Arachne’s rebellion 
against a divine foremother shatters the notion that all women are lovingly bound together through 
textiles. 
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Chapter 4 
Faithful Weavers and Heretical Writers in Porete and Dib 
Up to this point, my project has dealt with metaphorical connections between writing and 
textile craft. Each of the preceding chapters introduces a Greco-Roman myth featuring a textile 
artist or object, then analyzes a pair of francophone authors who refashion elements of that myth 
to fit particular moments in their personal literary projects. This chapter diverges from that trend 
by introducing two instances in the francophone literary canon where real-life writers and real-life 
weavers intersect: in medieval France, where lay religious women called Beguines participated in 
the luxury textile industry and the production of mystic theological writing57 ; and in 1950s 
Algeria, amidst the struggle for colonial independence, where trained weaver and realist writer 
Mohammed Dib used his firsthand knowledge of colonial weaving mills to write a seminal work 
of postcolonial Algerian fiction.58  
In the following pages, I offer historical and political contextualization for Le miroir des 
âmes simples (The Mirror of Simple Souls), a volume of “beguine” mystic theology for which its 
                                                
57 In French, both the noun and adjective béguine are written in the lowercase. For ease of reading, I have opted in 
this chapter to use the English noun Beguine (referring to the person) and adjective beguine (of or relating to 
Beguines). 
58 Prior to his expulsion from Algeria and relocation to France in 1959, the result of his participation in the French 
communist party, Dib worked a variety of jobs before becoming a full-time author. These included brief stints as a 
teacher, c. 1938 as a military accountant and interpreter during World War II, c.1939-1945, and as a sample designer 
in the carpet weaving industry, c.1945-1952 (Johnson 25). Naget Khadda pinpoints the beginning of Dib’s 
apprenticeship in weaving at around age twelve or thirteen, and interprets the time Dib spent in his various odd jobs 
as “une introduction dans toutes les couches de la société” (“an introduction to all levels of society”) that gave the 
future novelist “une bonne connaissance des stratégies individuelles et des mécanismes collectifs d’adaptation aux 
changements induits par l’occupation coloniale” (“a good understanding of the individual strategies and collective 
mechanisms of adaptation to the changes brought about by colonial occupation”) (Khadda 12; Personal translations, 
Anna Taylor). While Dib never depended on weaving for his livelihood in the way his young hero Omar does, this 
time spent working in the weaving industry and observing its conditions and political implications earns him the 
distinction of being the only author in this study with significant work experience in the textile industry he describes. 
Even if, because of their bourgeoisie upbringings, writers like Graffigny and Sand were familiar with the handicrafts 
they describe, they never immersed themselves into the real worlds of the exotic women they describe. Dib’s writing 
is almost ethnographic in its precision and its commitment to realism.  
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author, early 14th-century poet Marguerite Porete, was burned at the stake59 ; and Le métier à tisser 
(The Weaving Loom), Mohammed Dib’s 1957 novel about a young apprentice in a weaving mill 
during the Second World War, which was met with some suspicion for having been written in 
French. Historical scholarship on medieval female spirituality reveals that Porete paid an unduly 
violent price for her supposed beguine text, while contemporaries who called themselves Beguines 
enjoyed quiet economic success in Paris as silk weavers. Similarly, literary scholarship and Dib’s 
own interview commentary reveal that the suspicion writers like him endured for writing in French 
during the process of decolonization undermines the capacity of the French language to expose 
colonial injustice to the very nation that perpetuated it and to magnify the experiences of the people 
who suffered under colonialism. Using foundational scriptures from Exodus as a guide, I interpret 
the punishment and suspicion that Porete and Dib each received for their texts as projections of 
cultural fears surrounding unorthodox creativity, particularly when it is encoded in language.  
Given the thematic shift in this chapter from textile metaphors to realistic intersections 
between texts and textiles, I begin with a foundational tale that comes not from the fossilized 
religious cultures of Ancient Greece and Rome, but from scriptures still considered sacred, if not 
historical, by active followers of the Abrahamic religions.60 While much of this chapter unfolds 
against metropolitan backdrops—from the streets of medieval Paris to the overcrowded alleyways 
                                                
59 Here, “beguine” is in quotation marks because Porete did not self-identify as a Beguine. Rather, her text earned the 
label from detractors. I will explain this distinction further over the course of the chapter. 
60 In principle, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam each have their roots in Abraham, an ancient patriarch with a close 
relationship to God. Although each religion has its own sacred text, certain texts are considered commonly sacred 
among the three. In general, these are the Torah, called Tarwat in Islam, which God gave to Moses, and which 
comprise the first five books of the biblical Old Testament; and the Psalms that God gave to David. Denominations 
and sects within these individual religions hold more nuanced views of these scriptural commonalities, so this 
information should be used as a general foundation for understanding Abrahamic texts, rather than a definitive 
description of practicing followers’ beliefs. For this project, it is only necessary that the reader understand that Bezalel, 
Oholiab, and the various false idols mentioned in the chapter come from texts that are mutually sacred to Christians, 
Jews, and Muslims. They are, therefore, appropriate foundational scriptures for discussing a medieval Catholic 
religious order and a 20th-century Muslim writer. For more on comparative views of these religions, consult The 
Oxford Handbook on Abrahamic Religions (New York: Oxford UP, 2015). 
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of Dib’s home city, Tlemcen—its foundational scripture begins in the wilderness of the ancient 
Near East. Exodus chronicles the Israelites’ forty-year migration out of Egyptian slavery, an 
odyssey marked by alternating periods of reverence and unfaithfulness. In Chapter 31, the 
Israelites are in the midst of the Mosaic covenant wherein Yahweh promises them a homeland on 
the condition that they abide by the laws he delivers to his prophet Moses.61 It is during the 
construction of the Tabernacle, a moveable house of worship made of layers of woven cloth, that 
Yahweh selects Bezalel and Oholiab, descendants from two of the twelve original tribes of Israel, 
to adorn the tent. These craftsmen receive instruction from Moses who acts as a sort of foreman, 
relaying God’s unequivocal specifications 62:  
Then the Lord said to Moses, “See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri, the son of 
Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with wisdom, 
with understanding, with knowledge and with all kinds of skills—to make artistic 
designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in wood, 
and to engage in all kinds of crafts. Moreover, I have appointed Oholiab son of 
Ahisamak, of the tribe of Dan, to help him. Also I have given ability to all the 
skilled workers to make everything I have commanded you: the tent of meeting, the 
ark of the covenant law with the atonement cover on it, and all the other furnishings 
of the tent—the table and its articles, the pure gold lampstand and all its accessories, 
the altar of incense, the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils, the basin with its 
stand—and also the woven garments, both the sacred garments for Aaron the priest 
and the garments for his sons when they serve as priests, and the anointing oil and 
fragrant incense for the Holy Place. They are to make them just as I commanded 
you.” 
                                                
61 When I first came upon the adjective Mosaic, meaning related to Moses, I was curious to know if its etymology was 
in any way associated with the noun mosaic, meaning decorative patterns assembled from separate pieces. I thought 
if any such connection existed, it might strengthen the link between the spirituality and artistry discussed in this 
chapter. However, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, Mosaic, referring to Moses, is derived partially from 
the middle French moysaique and partially from the 5th-century Latin mosaicus; in contrast, the noun mosaic, is much 
older, deriving from the classical Latin musaeum. The OED explains: “It has traditionally been suggested that classical 
Latin musaeum , museum derives < ancient Greek µουσεῖον a place holy to the Muses (> classical Latin mūsēum , 
mūsīum : see museum n.)...on the principle that such shrines were decorated with mosaics” (“mosaic, n.2” OED 
Online). Although the terms do not have a direct etymological correlation, my coincidental discussion of a Mosaic 
foundational text in this chapter, and an aesthetic mosaic commonplace in the works of Michel de Montaigne (Chapter 
3 of this project), is a stellar example of the difficulty of untangling text and textile in the study of Western languages 
and cultures.  
62 Earlier verses in Exodus that discuss the plans for the Tabernacle bear even closer resemblance to a work order, 
specifying the types of fibers, the colors, and the precise measurements to be followed. In particular, see Exodus 
Chapter 26, verses 1-36.  
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(Exodus 31, 1-11)63  
 
For religious instructors, this scripture teaches that artistic skill is a spiritual gift and artistic labor 
can be a means of serving God. Biblical scholar Richard S. Hess connects Bezalel and Oholiab’s 
weaving project to God’s project of creation in Genesis, although he is careful to note that “the 
role of Bezalel and Oholiab does not correspond to that of God. The divine category in the 
tabernacle story is occupied by Moses, [and] the artisans correspond to the word of God that 
becomes the agent for separation and creation of the cosmos in Genesis I ” (Hess 171). While God 
certainly values Bezalel and Oholiab’s skills as textile artists, the explicit hierarchy of production 
that he establishes through his emissary Moses, and the precision of his instructions, suggest that 
God approves of human art only when it conforms to his standards and vision. There is no evidence 
in this particular scripture that art undertaken for the sole purpose of pleasing or sustaining the 
human artist is pleasing to God. This distinction is helpful in understanding how the perception of 
a work of art by cultural authorities can contradict the artist’s own understanding of a work’s 
significance.  
The construction of the Tabernacle is a spiritual triumph for the Israelites in their covenant 
with God. Unfortunately, their obedience is short-lived; a chapter later, they grow restless while 
waiting for Moses to return from his counsel with God in the mountains. Breaking one of the 
recently-received Ten Commandments, they ask Aaron, Moses’s brother and their interim leader, 
to make them an idol to worship in case Moses does not return:  
Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and 
your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me”...He took what they handed him 
and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool...So the 
next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented 
fellowship offerings. Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, 
whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. They have been quick to 
                                                
63 All biblical citations refer to the New International Version (Colorado Springs, CO: Biblica, Inc. 201) unless 
otherwise noted.  
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turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in 
the shape of a calf. 
 (Exodus 32, 2-8) 
 
It is interesting to note the creation of the Golden Calf requires similar materials and skills to those 
required in the construction of the Tabernacle. The Israelites sacrifice their own gold for the calf, 
just as they sacrifice their precious gems to adorn the Tabernacle. Aaron must use his knowledge 
of metallurgy to achieve the idol’s shape, just as Bezalel and Oholiab must use their textile 
expertise to give shape to the Tabernacle. Yet, missing from the latter equation is God’s approval 
and instruction; Aaron’s transgression lies in his accepting an earthly commission rather than a 
divine one. As punishment for the Golden Calf, the Israelites receive a plague, a lesser sentence 
than total annihilation which Moses brokers for them. This is not the last instance in which the 
Israelites turn to pagan idol worship; when they reach the land of Canaan, God prohibits child 
sacrifice to the altar of the pagan god Moloch, whose significance as a commonplace metaphor in 
literature will be discussed later in this chapter.  
From the Israelites’ saga come two antithetical models of worship: the true service of the 
artists who carry out a divine weaving project and the false sacrifice of Israelites who build altars 
to worship pagan gods. At its core, the difference between these two forms of worship is not 
material, but epistemological. Bezalel and Oholiab, although skilled weavers, are rewarded by God 
because they accept his divine knowledge without question. In contrast, the Golden Calf is a 
product of unbounded Israelite creativity. It is the embodiment of their own organic understanding, 
which is outside of God’s established flow of knowledge. As this chapter moves forward, a similar 
pattern will emerge in the responses of cultural authorities to instances of weaving and writing. In 
both of the cultural contexts I examine, medieval Paris and 1950s Algeria, weavers and writers 
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will be subject to scrutiny based upon the source of their ideas, the manner in which they present 
their knowledge, and the extent to which their knowledge can be disseminated.  
The term beguine is difficult to introduce in a survey study such as this one, because it was 
claimed by religious women in a variety of circumstances across 13th-16th century Europe, and, 
at times, was applied post hoc by critics to discredit female religious expression.64 Beguine living 
communities ranged from organized béguinages, which resembled traditional convents, to 
informal communities in which sections of neighborhoods would be occupied by individual 
women who called themselves Beguines. Because of their status as lay religious women, Beguines 
were permitted to marry, though not all did. Some enjoyed the fame and patronage of religious 
and noble authorities, notably the Paris béguinage, which was founded with the patronage of King 
Louis IX around 1264 (Stabler 26-27).65 In another instance of royal patronage, the ledgers of the 
house of King Charles V show purchases of silk items made by beguine weavers in Paris, a 
business relationship that helped to secure beguine livelihood and respectability at a time when 
religious authorities were suspicious of all things “beguine.” In contrast to these “respectable” self-
proclaimed Béguines, female mystics like Marguerite Porete often earned the pejorative “beguine” 
label for the authorship and circulation of texts considered threatening to the teachings of the 
church. Given the variety of experiences and the instability of the word beguine itself, it suffices 
to know for this project that the common factor between women who called themselves béguine 
and women who earned the label as a slur, was a self-possessed commitment to creative spiritual 
expression.  
                                                
64 In addition to the beguine scholarship mentioned in the chapter, I recommend the following texts to supplement this 
brief overview of Beguines: Letha Böhringer, et. al. Labels and Libels: Naming Beguines in Northern Medieval 
Europe (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2014); and Walter Simons, Cities of Ladies: Beguine Communities in the 
Medieval Low Countries, 1200-1565 (Philadelphia: U Penn Press, 2001).  
65 For more on Louis IX’s affinity for Beguines, and the criticisms he received for offering them patronage, see Chapter 
1 of Stabler’s The Beguines of Medieval Paris in its entirety (Philadelphia: U Penn Press, 2014).  
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According to what little is known of her life, the mystic poet Marguerite Porete never called 
herself beguine. Medievalist Kent Emery, Jr. explains that because Porete’s Miroir was included 
on ecclesiastical lists of banned texts, critics likely attached the beguine label to it “typologically” 
in order to emphasize it as the work of a “faithless woman.” At the same time, he notes, “That 
[Porete] knew and conversed with some Beguines, as she knew and conversed with religious 
people of every kind, is evident.66 But she herself says that Beguines were no more comprehending 
of her spiritual doctrine than ‘priests and clerics, the Preachers, the Austin Friars, the Carmelites, 
and the Firars Minor’” (Emery xi).67 Although we lack the biographical details to understand which 
circumstances and life events contributed to the development of her theology, we know from the 
narrative of her trial and execution that she had access to means of literary production and 
circulation that would make her text famous and, ultimately, cut her life short. As such, while the 
inquisitor William de Humbert successfully carried out the burning of her original manuscript and 
all related documents after her death sentence was passed on 31 May 1310, enough exemplars had 
already been circulated among colleagues and friends to preserve the 139 chapters of the text that 
are available in translated and edited volumes today (Emery ix).  
The full title of Porete’s text, Le miroir des âmes simples et anéanties et qui seulement 
demeurent en vouloir et désir d’amour (The Mirror of Simple and Annihilated Souls that Remain 
                                                
66 Emery opts for the spelling “Margaret Porette” in his writing. I prefer “Marguerite Porete,” the spelling that modern 
French translator Max Longchamp and medievalists Peter Dronke and Michael Sargent each employ. 
67 Despite the fact that Porete did not self-identify as béguine, I include her Miroir as my central object of beguine 
literary analysis for three reasons. First, no definitive work of French beguine authorship exists, as the most famous 
French Beguines were chronicled in texts by male religious associates, such as Vitry’s biography of Marie d’Oignies. 
Second, Porete’s work was originally written in Old French, rather than in Latin; thus, as a truly French medieval 
female theological text, it is somewhat rare. Finally, the trial and execution that Porete underwent for her text are 
dramatic results of artistic expression. Her death by immolation seems taken directly from the commands of the Old 
Testament God, and the degree of punishment she receives for her text is unlike any pushback the béguine weavers 
received for their role in the Parisian silk economy. Although no direct interaction between Porete and the béguine 
weavers of Paris is supported in scholarship on either subject, it is nevertheless possible to hold them up as cultural 
expressions that emerge from roughly the same medieval moment, when the spectre of Inquisition and the fervor of 
religious creativity simultaneously swept Europe. 
 62 
Only in the Will and Desire for Love) already begins to describe the esoteric theological concept 
at the center of her controversy: deification. Deification (also divinization), the idea of kinship or 
contact between divinity and humanity achieved through God’s grace, is not a concept original to 
Porete; biblical scholarship suggests that as early as the second century, Greek theologians were 
developing the notion that Christ’s resurrection and the eternal life it conferred on humans 
constituted a rapprochement between the divine and human realms (Studer 726-728). Marguerite 
would likely have encountered the concept as well in the works of Thomas Aquinas, a leading 
theologian of the 13th century (Sargent 296). Her Miroir refines these foundational ideas of 
deification to emphasize agapé, or divine love, over the more nebulous concept of grace, and to 
alter the directionality of divine transcendence. She believed that humans, being endowed before 
birth with a natural kinship to God, should strive for extreme “annihilation” of all of the barriers 
they construct between themselves and god through earthly living. Thus, while most self-
proclaimed Beguines believed that partaking fully in human existence, from physical work to 
marriage, would allow them to live Christ’s example “in the world,” Porete actually believed the 
opposite; she believed the only way to understand and partake in God’s divine love was to move 
beyond humanness to uncover an already-extant union with God, to bring God and human, creator 
and creation closer together. The labelling of her text as “beguine” is, therefore, painfully ironic. 
Yet, with her earthly body she paid for her unconventional theory of the human’s potential to 
achieve divine kinship, and, as Emery notes, “eyewitnesses record that she faced her death with 
composure, as her doctrine requires” (ix).  
The version of the Miroir that remains to us today is composed of 139 short chapters, 
allegorical dialogues between personified spiritual characters, principally: Amour (Love), Verité 
(Truth), and Raison (Reason). In terms of style, the Miroir is heavily influenced by la littérature 
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courtoise (courtly literature), the dominant secular genre of Porete’s time.68 The central theme of 
most courtly literature is the quest to attain an idealized love object by way of refined manners and 
elegant expression. It is not difficult to see how this aesthetic could be adapted to fit Porete’s 
understanding of the process of deification, which requires that an individual undertake an internal, 
spiritual quest to meet the divinity that lies beneath their banal desires and needs. In fact, her 
prologue frames the book in terms of a courtly love plot. In turns, Amour, L’Âme (The Soul), and 
L’Auteur (The Writer) recount a short courtly allegory by which readers can understand the book. 
In it, “une demoiselle, fille de roi, au grand et noble coeur” (a lady, the daughter of a king, of great 
and noble heart) longs deeply for the love of a far-off king, Alexandre, and commissions a painting 
to be made in his likeness in order to give her some comfort.  L’Âme explains that, like the 
princess’s painting, she has only a holy text (presumably the Bible) by which to bring herself closer 
to her far-off king (God). Therefore, L’Âme and L’Auteur offer Le Miroir as another tool by which 
to approach the far-off king whom they so desire to be reunited with, telling the reader:  
Il y a sept états de noblesse, dont la créature reçoit d’être si elle se dispose à tous 
pour venir à celui qui est parfait ; et nous dirons comment d’ici à la fin de ce livre.  
(Transl. Longchamp 52)69 
 
Here, plainly and boldly stated like the money back guarantee on a product, is Porete’s promise: 
her book can guide any willing and serious reader to their own divinity. Emery believes this 
unabashed belief in her own superior understanding—superior to that of the church and of her own 
readers—to be the most incriminating quality of her text: “Her freedom from bondage is so 
complete that she can express it only by stark contrasts, without mediating terms that accommodate 
                                                
68 For more on Porete’s affinity with la littérature courtoise, consult Peter Dronke’s Women Writers of the Middle 
Ages: A Critical Study from Perpetua to Marguerite Porete (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1984).  
69 [English]: “There are seven states of noble being, from which the creature receives being, if she disposes herself to 
every state, before she attains to perfect being; and we shall tell you how, before this book ends” (Transl. Colledge, 
et. al. 12).  
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still captive minds” (xiii). Somewhere around October 1308, she was arrested and imprisoned for 
continuing to copy and circulate her text, despite the fact that it had been officially condemned by 
the Bishop of Cambrai, Guy de Colmieu, at least two years earlier. In March 1310, it was decided 
that a special panel of theological faculty at the University of Paris would use their expertise in 
holy texts to examine her book, assess whether her continued circulation of it constituted a heretical 
relapse. Thus, on 31 May 1310, a panel of university professors sentenced a young woman to death 
for having dangerous ideas about the relationship between humans and God, for writing them 
down, and for circulating them without shame.  
 At the moment that Porete was enduring immolation at the Place de Grève in Paris on 1 
June 1310 for her supposed beguine text, medieval tax records show that women who called 
themselves Beguines were living and working successfully in the city’s fine silk industry. In her 
recent monograph The Beguines of Medieval Paris, historian Tanya Stabler offers a detailed 
portrait of the households, commercial structure, and social influence of Paris’s silk weaving 
beguines. She explains:  
Far from being the poor and itinerant outcasts portrayed in some essays and 
monographs on beguines, Parisian Beguines were deeply embedded in the fabric of 
Parisian life. A visible presence in the city, Beguines stood out by virtue of their 
public espousals of a religious life as well as their contributions to the city’s 
industry in luxury textiles. Silk work enabled lay religious women to traverse 
religious, social, and cultural boundaries...to live lives of charitable action 
combined with religious contemplation...Their work might bring them into contact 
with Italian merchants, converted Jews, and noble clients and could end up 
adorning ecclesiastical vestments as well as noblewomen's attire.  
 (Stabler 79-80).  
 
Thus, while Marguerite Porete was on trial for her “public espousal” of an unconventional religious 
doctrine, a parisian Beguine named Jeanne de Faut was living as a wealthy silk mercer, working 
in close community with her neighbor Marie Osanne to produce and disseminate fine handmade 
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fabrics.70 As inquisitors were ordering that Marguerite, her supposed beguine text, and her name 
be destroyed with fire, the name of  beguine Jeanne de Granches was being recorded in a royal 
expense inventory for having furnished “un orfrois à ladicte chasuble avec un parement pour 
nappes d’autel” for which she was paid “22 livres, 10 sous” (Labarte 296).71 The question thus 
remains: where does Marguerite’s so-called beguine theology diverge from the work ethic that 
secured the economic success and peaceful living circumstances of Paris’s beguine silk weavers? 
In other words, why were the latter able to live peacefully and profitably while Marguerite burned?  
 To use broad strokes, when I imagine beguine silk weavers running a smooth operation at 
the same time as Porete’s fiery execution, I cannot help but see a parallel between the Old 
Testament division of faithful creativity and heretical creativity. Recall that Oholiab and Bezalel’s 
sanctified weaving project and Aaron’s cursed metallurgy are thus distinguished because the latter 
lacks the pre-approval of an authoritative deity. In the context of Porete and the Paris Beguines, 
this is once again the case. The history of Louis IX’s patronage of the Paris beguinage carried 
through as a mark of credibility to later generations of Beguines, even when religious authorities 
were suspicious of them. For example, when ecclesiastical authorities in the 1311-1312 Council 
of Vienne issued official legislation condemning beguines, King Charles IV issued a decree that 
reiterated the standards of piety for the Paris beguinage, effectively conferring them his support. 
Of the trend of royal support for the Paris beguinage, Stabler writes, “Just as narratives, such as 
the life and deeds of Saint Louis, and symbols, ceremonies, shrines, and public works served to 
communicate the link between Capetian lineage and sanctity, the beguinage was one of the 
                                                
70 These women are identified and their religious and economic lives are expanded in Stabler’s monograph. I mention 
them by name here because, without their silk work and their status as beguines, we would not know their names.  
71 [English]: “An orfroi intended for said chasubule with trimming for altarcloths.” (Personal translation, Anna 
Taylor). An orfroi is a band of cloth, generally embroidered with gold or silver, used to adorn the vestments of priests 
and/or church draperies (Dictionnaire Larousse). Tanya Stabler suggests that this particular orfroi was likely 
purchased by the royal household for the wedding of Blanche de Bourbon and Pedro de Castille (Stabler 79).  
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symbols by which French kings projected and preserved an image of themselves as the “Most 
Christian Kings” (145). That Porete did not receive similar counter-support while the theologians 
at that same 1311-1312 Council of Vienne continued to denounce her book is a testament to the 
fact that she neither strategically surrounds herself with male ecclesiastical figures who could 
vouch for her, nor did she soften the impact of her “dangerous” thoughts through a sanctioned 
female community.  
At the same time, Porete’s death is a testament to two stark practical differences between 
texts and textiles: legibility and endurance. Weaving is not as legible as writing. If beguine silk 
weavers debated controversial theology or interpreted scriptures differently than their official 
religious instruction dictated, they muted and buried those thoughts in the tight, intricate weaves 
of the altar cloths and chasubles they produced. Unless one were to uncover a sort of legend to 
read the symbolic significance of the colors and patterns they wove, their textiles refuse to speak 
any dissent or reveal any heretical thought. Meanwhile, Porete’s theological ideas, though they 
may be couched in a courtly style and may have been threatened with flames and scorn, still remain 
mostly intact. A woven object is also much less durable than a written one. To my knowledge, the 
physical remnants of all verified beguine silk have been lost to the ravages of the centuries between 
Beguines’ lives and ours. In researching this chapter, I put forth great effort, combing through 
digital catalogs of French and Belgian museums, and communicating directly with Beguine 
scholars, to locate an extant object of beguine silk work. 72 I was unable to locate any object that 
could be, with certainty, classified as beguine. Porete’s text Le miroir, on the other hand, can be 
obtained through libraries and online booksellers in Italian, German, Modern French, Middle 
                                                
72 If any such objects are indeed in existence, their omission from this chapter is unintentional and reflects only the 
limitations of my own inquiry, i.e. the ability to travel to Europe to conduct a more official search. Nevertheless, I 
address many thanks to Tanya Stabler, author of The Beguines of Medieval Paris, for her guidance during this search, 
which led me to the discovery of the fabric descriptions in the inventory of King Charles V.  
 67 
French, English, and Latin. With a credit card, library card, or a few clicks of a computer mouse, 
anyone can hold it in their hands. Thus, Marguerite experiences a curious reversal of fortunes in 
the afterlife. Although she enjoyed nowhere near the level of the support that the beguine silk 
weavers received for their handiwork from contemporary political and royal figures, posthumous 
scholarship has made her dangerous ideas immortal to us.  
There is clear logic in the movement from the ancient scriptures of Exodus to medieval 
European Catholicism. It may, however, feel jarring to shift focus from these religious discourses 
onto the political landscape of Algeria’s mid-20th-century War of Colonial Independence from 
France. Yet, continuities exist between medieval France and 20th-century North Africa to 
contradict the popular notion that the “Western World” and the “Arab World” are fundamentally 
incongruous and inherently antagonistic. In The University of California Book of North African 
Literature, a seminal volume of English translations and contextualization of Maghrebi literature, 
Pierre Joris and Habib Tengour suggest that the perceived chasm between Maghrebi cultures and 
European cultures is, in part, the result of Eurocentric revisionist scholarship:  
In ancient times, the Maghreb was seen as the Roman Empire’s breadbasket...at the 
intellectual and artistic levels this has remained so ever since. To be candid: North 
Africa is a region whose cultural achievements—including their impact on and 
importance for Western culture—have been not only passively neglected but often 
actively “disappeared” or written out of the record. This is true for the majority of 
the area’s autochthonous writers and thinkers, even those few whose achievements 
have been recognized north of the Mediterranean, often because they became 
diaspora figures working in Europe. 
 (Joris and Tengour 3) 
Although crusades and colonial regimes are crucial moments in the history of interactions between 
Europe and the Maghreb, that cannot be ignored, these regions also share a history of intellectual 
exchange that predates even the Beguines. As examples of such exchanges, Joris and Tengour 
point to the Arab-Islamic translators who shared with European scholars the Greek philosophical 
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and scientific texts “that we pride ourselves on as the roots of Western Civilization,” as well as the 
the Muslim-Jewish-Christian center of al-Andalus (also “Muslim Spain” or “Islamic Iberia”) 
which remained a site of cross-cultural collaboration well into the 15th century (3). When Muslim 
and Jewish Andalusians were exiled throughout the Reconquista, Dib’s home city Tlemcen—a 
thriving center of medieval religious scholarship and artisan production—offered these European 
refugees shelter and freedom to continue their own literary cultural production (Khadda 11). As 
such, Dib’s place in this study is doubly justifiable. Not only is he an author of French expression 
with a thorough education in European literatures and cultural history, he is also an intellectual 
descendent of the early Maghrebi scholarship that bolstered European cultural development.  
 On top of these broad cultural intersections, Dib’s work as a Maghrebi diaspora writer is 
thematically similar to the book of Exodus, in that he chronicles a people’s journey out of the 
servitude of colonial subjugation and toward the promised land of political and cultural 
sovereignty. This affinity between Dib and Exodus will influence my analysis of word choice and 
style in Dib’s diaspora writing later in this chapter. However, it is first necessary to explain some 
key differences between the Israelites’ story and the narrative of Algerian independence. First, 
while the Israelites’ tale is one of escape from slavery in a foreign land, Algerian independence 
consisted of the expulsion of a colonial power, France, from the country it subjugated, Algeria. 
Second, France’s settler colonialism produced a web of political partisanship that contrasts 
Israelite unity of experience and purpose. To summarize a complex conflict with extreme brevity, 
when Algerian liberation forces demanded independence from France, the resulting conflict  
included not only fighting between the colonizer and its colony, but also civil conflict among 
Algerians and violent divides between citizens in France.73 Finally, while the Israelites escaped 
                                                
73 For more on the intricacies of Algeria’s War of Independence, consult Guy Pervillé’s Atlas de la guerre d'Algérie: 
de la conquête à l'indépendance (Paris: Autrement, 2003).  
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Egypt as a group with a common leader and sense of purpose, the diaspora of Maghrebi people 
from the colonies of North Africa to European cities, and the settlement of Europeans in North 
African cities ebbed and flowed for decades prior to the mid-century decolonial wars. As such, 
this context of decolonization is inherently more fragmented and involves a different sort of 
ideological infighting than the examples we might find among the scriptural Israelites. Despite 
these divergences, I perceive a link between the two models of “faithful” and “heretical” worship 
that we find in Exodus, and the question of linguistic choice that Dib and other Maghrebi writers 
have faced in the decades since official decolonization.  
 For Maghrebi authors, in Dib’s moment as in the present, the process of choosing a 
language in which to write is fraught with economic and political considerations. As Joris and 
Tengour explain, “writing in French invariably connects the author with the old colonial 
metropole” because the majority of French-language publishing houses are located in France, 
while “writing in Arabic means dealing with small local publishers and getting caught up in all the 
political and censorship problems this has meant for most of the time since independence, or trying 
to publish in Lebanon or Egypt, the major Mashreqi publishing centers” (Joris and Tengour 7-8). 
In short, the monolithic French publishing infrastructure offers more chances to publish and greater 
freedom of content, while the smaller Maghrebi publishing infrastructure offers an enhanced sense 
of cultural autonomy from a former colonizing power, but often also a limited readership. Added 
to this economic gamble is a set of potentially difficult identity considerations. An author who has 
both European and North African heritages may see both French and Arabic as equally legitimate 
forms of expression; in contrast, a Maghrebi author living in North Africa whose native language 
was an indigenous language other than French or Arabic, such as a Berber dialect, might see both 
languages as traces of historical invasion and conquest; and some Maghrebi diaspora authors might 
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have built families, lives, and communities in Europe that they value as much as their explicitly 
anticolonial projects. As such, writing in either language is an action that requires some 
compromise for a Maghrebi author, and opens that author up to the possibility of criticism.  
Even when Dib was writing his earliest works of realist prose in the 1950s, which critic 
Winifried Woodhull describes as “militant” in their anticolonialism (67), the Tlemcen-born writer 
had made a firm commitment to French as his language of expression. Born in 1920 to a bourgeois 
family that steeped him in both Maghrebi and European art and music, Dib’s literary education 
was conducted entirely in French; his parents, although they were practicing Muslims, chose not 
to send him to Qur’anic school (Khadda 12). This time spent in “[une] école laïque et public 
indigène” ( “a secular public school for indigenous students”) introduced him to Western writers, 
such as Virginia Woolf, who is consistently identified as one of his major influences (Sellin 608, 
Johnson 25), and instilled in him a hunger for reading that he did not develop at home.74 Yet, 
interview commentary and other autobiographical writing reveals that Dib’s commitment to 
French always contains an element of self-aware irony. In his final interview, he both expresses 
his empathy for Maghrebi writers who see diaspora writing as a sort of “purgatory,” and jokes that, 
for himself, the weather in Paris is more conducive to writing than the Algerian sun: “I feel better 
here [in Paris] under the changing, animated sky” (Joris and Tengour 301). Once more, he plays 
on the differences in landscape between Europe and the Maghreb in a colorful fragment of the 
autobiographical essay “Autoportrait”: 
J’ai fait mon lit dans la langue française ; ce n’est pas précisément un lit de roses. 
Un lit de roses, rien que cela ! Un Algérien habitué à dormir à la dure, n’en demande 
pas tant.75 
                                                
74 This description of Dib’s school comes from his essay “Rencontres,” an autobiographical reflection on his first 
encounter with the French language under the tutelage of his French teacher M. Souquet. It is included in Laëzza, a 
posthumous collection of his autobiographical writing (Paris : Éditions Albin Michel, 2006): 167-193. 
75 [English]: “I made my bed in the French language; it’s not exactly a bed of roses. A bed of roses, anything but! An 
Algerian used to rough sleep wouldn’t ask for as much” (Dib, Laëzza 99-100; Personal translation, Anna Taylor).   
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(Dib, Laëzza 99-100) 
 
Thus, Dib relishes the irony of existing between two imperfect worlds. Although it might be 
tempting to pit arabophone Maghrebi authors and francophone Maghrebi authors against one 
another, with the former representing a true commitment to an independent Maghreb, and the latter 
representing a problematic apathy toward the ongoing effects of European colonialism, Dib 
suggests that what matters most is the author’s commitment to seizing the full range of 
opportunities that either language can afford. As such, the French language offers Dib not only 
access to a large readership, but also a platform from which to compel that particular readership to 
consider the realistic lived experiences of indigenous Algerian people under French colonialism.   
Realism is the dominant aesthetic in Le métier à tisser, the third and final novel in Dib’s 
early trilogy of novels Algérie. Set during the later years of World War II, the novel captures the 
poverty of the ruelles (sidestreets) of Tlemcen—recently inhabited by refugee beggars from the 
Algerian countryside who can no longer feed themselves because of the economic constrictions of 
war—and the atmosphere of the weaving mill, where the young protagonist Omar works. In the 
two novels that precede Le métier (La grande maison and L’incendie), Omar moves from 
childhood to early adolescence living in an atmosphere of rampant abuse, both by the exploitative 
colonial power that rules out of doors, and the tyranny of his emotionally-troubled mother at home. 
Omar’s awakening to his own condition—both personal and political—takes place in the weaving 
mill where he begins to work as an apprentice at the beginning of Le métier. Take for example the 
following passage, in which Omar begins to yearn for freedom, which he has just tasted by 
sneaking out in the middle of the night:  
[Omar] travaillait depuis un moment, enveloppé par le bourdonnement grave d’un 
rouet. Les battements de peignes se chevauchaient l’un l’autre et alternaient avec 
les cris brefs des navettes. Il écoutait cette rumeur, écoutait le bruit doux, frôleur, 
de son dévidoir. La veille, il était libre, il courait, toute bride lâchée, dans les rues. 
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Et voilà que son existence avait l’air d’être tranchée par un coup de couperet. Une 
subite tristesse le saisit.76 
(29)  
 
Here, Dib evokes in great detail the movement and sound of the weaving mill’s machinery, the 
“bourdonnement” (humming) of a spinning wheel where wool becomes thread, and the “cris” of 
the shuttles that bring warp and weft together. More importantly for the study of the text/textile 
connection, he personifies the “devidoir,” a round instrument used for separating skeins of wool 
to prevent tangles. It whispers to Omar a “rumeur doux,” a sweet rumor of freedom which he is 
just beginning to realize he deserves. Inklings of emotional, intellectual, political awakening such 
as this one become refined over the course of the novel through literal conversations among the 
mill’s weavers that he overhears and with which he eventually engages. When the novel ends, as 
Omar watches a convoy of American troops roll into Tlemcen, this engagement is fully realized. 
He experiences a “joie insensée” and an “impossible espoir” at the sight of the soldiers (Dib 207). 
In a moment of final dramatic irony, the reader knows that Omar will soon become a soldier in the 
War of Independence that is not far on the horizon.  
 The above description of the sound and movement of the machinery in the weaving mill, 
is reminiscent of the work of Dib’s American contemporary Allen Ginsberg, who published his 
seminal work of Beat poetry, Howl and Other Poems, two years prior to Dib’s publication of Le 
métier. Whereas Omar feels the stirrings of a deeper engagement with the world in the midst of a 
dangerous and monstrous machine—for the mill where he works is, essentially, a sweatshop—the 
narrator of “Howl” comments on the poetic experience within the confines of capitalism and 
                                                
76 [English]: “Omar had been working for a moment, enveloped by the deep humming of a spinning wheel. The beats 
of the combs overlapped one another and alternated with the brief cries from the shuttle. He listened to this rumor, 
listened to the soft brushing sound of his winding instrument. The night before, he was free, he ran unbridled in the 
street. And now his existence seemed to be sliced by the blow of the cleaver. An unexpected sadness overtook him" 
(Personal translation, Anna Taylor).  
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conformity. In the second section of the poem, he uses the Canaanite god Moloch—another “false 
idol” that the Israelites worshipped against God’s commands in Leviticus—as a symbol of the 
forces of greed, destruction, and commodification that devour both innocents and artists. 
Ginsberg’s initial apostrophe, “Moloch! Solitude! Filth! Ugliness!” is followed by tessellations of 
capitalist images such as a factory, a prison, a chamber of government, and a pulsing metropolis. 
Inside all of these, the poet sits like a sacrificed child inside of Moloch’s fiery altar: “Moloch in 
whom I sit lonely! Moloch in whom I dream Angels!” (II.19).  By turning the sacrificed child into 
the subject of his poem and Moloch’s sacrificial altar into the object of description, Ginsberg 
speaks for all poets who turn structures of subjugation against themselves, and all poets who take 
a degree of perverse delight in the observation of their own prisons. The line that follows, for 
example—“Cocksucker in Moloch! Lacklove and manless in Moloch! (II.20)—both declares 
homosexual identity and echoes accusations against it.  
 Contrary to Ginsberg, Homosexuality is not Dib’s subject. Yet, the latter’s commitment to 
capturing the paradoxes inherent to colonial existence connect him to his American contemporary. 
At the same time that his realist descriptions expose French colonialism as violent and unbearable, 
they do so through the French language, in a style “borrowed” from earlier French writers. The 
realism of Algérie earned Dib frequent comparisons to French naturalist writer Émile Zola early 
in his career. Of the realism in his early novels, Dib commented in a 1983 interview with Temple 
University’s Revue CELFAN:  
[Le réalisme] n’était pas une façon d’écrire qui m’était profondément personnelle, 
plus rattachée à mes antécédents culturels et psychologiques et métaphysiques ; 
mais, comme il fallait rendre compte des événements pressés et importants en 
même temps, il fallait adopter cette objectivité...Pour dire les choses très 
simplement; et pour les résumer, cette écriture réaliste, de documentaire, était et 
restait pour moi essentiellement une écriture empruntée, empruntée à l’occident.77  
                                                
77 [English]: “[Realism] was a writing style that was not profoundly personal for me, but more linked to my cultural, 
psychological, and metaphysical predecessors; but, as it was necessary to account for pressing and important events 
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 (21)  
 
This commentary is neither a scathing rebuttal of those who would liken Dib to French realists, 
nor an enthusiastic embrace of the comparison. It is, rather, acknowledgement of the fact that the 
French language and a particular French style were the tools available to him at the time that he 
was interested in describing the structures of colonialism surrounding him. Moreover, publishing 
a francophone novel that exposes colonial poverty during the Second World War while the war 
for colonial independence continues to rage is a strategy for speaking directly to the colonizing 
power about its own injustices. Like Ginsberg, who addresses his apostrophes to Moloch from 
within Moloch’s furnace, Dib’s anticolonial writing seeks to waken the colonizer from within. It 
shouts “France!” in an Algerian voice.  
 By no means do I wish to suggest that Maghrebi writers who choose Arabic as their 
language of literary expression, or adopt a more traditionally Maghrebi approach to their literature, 
are any less valid in their efforts to establish postcolonial cultural canons for the peoples and 
nations of North Africa. I will posit, however, that Dib’s having to constantly answer the language 
question throughout his career reveals that he was always on the verge of being labeled a “heretic” 
in his anticolonial project. In the absence of a central cultural authority to dictate how postcolonial 
cultural production in the Maghreb should unfold, it is up to each and every individual writer to 
decide whether their method of producing Maghrebi culture is “faithful” or not. It is not for me to 
judge whether Dib’s writing is a Golden Calf, the product of misguided human understanding, or 
a Tabernacle, a space of reverence fashioned in the style of received wisdom. However, given 
Dib’s penchant for paradox and his willingness to embrace nuance, I would argue that viewing it 
                                                
at the same time, it was necessary to adopt this objectivity...To put things simply; and to summarize them, this realist 
writing, documentary-style, was and remained for me a borrowed writing, borrowed from the West” (Personal 
translation, Anna Taylor).  
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as either does more to reveal problems with the dichotomy of faithful/heretical cultural production 
than it does to discredit Dib’s work.  
Faithfulness and heresy are notions that exist not only in religious texts such as Exodus, 
but also in the realms of economics, politics, and art, where one must constantly make difficult 
decisions. As the Beguines and Dib reveal, weaving and writing are both industries subject to 
economic forces. In both industries, location of production and the channels through which 
production occurs influence artistic decisions, and the artist is not always in full control of the 
circumstances of production. Yet, in both forms of expression, the artist who is suspected of being 
a heretic must answer to the rhetorical implications of his/her work. Porete, who paid for her text 
with her life, and Dib, who spent years defending the language in which his texts are written, 
received full criticism for the art, and seldom did their critics take a step back to recognize the full 
pressure of the forces acting upon them. The rewards of participating in faithful expression, 
however, are still limited; whereas the heretical artist receives the full force of scorn, the faithful 
artist must share praise with the authority who approved the art in the first place. For Bezalel and 
Oholiab, this meant being used as an example of God’s supreme wisdom, while for the Beguines, 
it meant being used as a public relations tool by French Kings seeking to prove their supreme 
Christianity. By bringing together the political constellations of biblical weavers and thinkers, 
medieval female religious writers and weavers, and a 20th-century anticolonial weaver-turned-
writer, I hope to have demonstrated that the connection between texte and tissu is not merely an 
aesthetic one, but a practical one with political and economic implications.  
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Conclusion 
When I first approached this project with an idea to write about weaving, writing, and their 
many intersections, I expected to come away from my research knowing more about women’s 
work. I imagined that I would perform for the francophone canon a work of research similar to 
Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Table, bringing francophone heroines out of their obscurity, 
showcasing their needlework, and holding any authors accountable who unfairly appropriated their 
textile labor for artistic gain. While femininity and gender politics certainly figure into the 
preceding chapters, they do so in surprising ways.  
The authors whose imagery I find most troubling, Graffigny and Sand, are the same authors 
from whom I expected deep feminine insights on textile labor. In Nerval and in Trembaly I 
expected to find historical tropes of female textile labor—the working-class lacemaker made 
redundant by industrialization, and the working-class home knitter contributing the war on the 
home front—I discovered reverent portraits of realistic, skilled women that celebrated both their 
divinity and their reality in complex ways. In Montaigne and Coocoo, the similarities between the 
movements and textures of weaving and writing are far more central than any social or political 
commentary on the conditions of gendered textile labor. Finally, as Dib and Porete bring the 
discussion of texts and textiles out of the symbolic realm and into real-world political, religious, 
and economic structures, the notion that the text/textile connection is inherently feminine all but 
disappears. Dib, a man, is the only author featured in the text who has occupational experience as 
both a writer and weaver, and Porete’s work as an author is deemed heretical through direct 
opposition to her female peers who wove.  
Feminine subversion of the patriarchy is one way to explain some instances of text/textile 
connections in francophone literature. There are, however, more threads to examine, and my small 
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tapestry of texts certainly does not shine a light on all of them. Only briefly in Chapter 3 did I have 
the opportunity to mention the kinetic similarities between the physical acts of writing and the 
physical labor of weaving, both of which require the movement of an instrument from one end of 
a surface to another. Furthermore, while I was able to bring forth medieval silk weavers Chapter 
4, and to mention tapestry embroidery in Chapter 1, I did not have the opportunity to comment 
upon the many instances of narrative tapestry that exist in French material culture, such as the 
famous 11th-century Bayeux Tapestry that depicts the Battle of Hastings. Finally, while I profiled 
Mohammed Dib’s transition from a career in weaving to a career in writing, I did not have space 
to explore other authors of French expression who interacted with both professions; for example, 
Molière rejected his father’s trade—weaving—to become a writer. These unexamined threads of 
the texte/tissu connection illustrate necessary limitations that I placed upon my study, but they also 
reinforce the degree to which the francophone literary canon, indeed Western culture in all its 
iterations, is saturated with text/textile connections.  
Within this seemingly endless intertwining of texts and textiles are lessons applicable to 
both literature and life. First, the budding novelist interested in weaving textiles into his/her writing 
learns the value of seeking out the work of authors who have already employed the technique; 
doing so reveals both problematic and productive approaches upon which to build, and if anything, 
reduces the risk of accidentally doing what has already been successfully done by another author. 
Second, the avid reader suddenly realizes that tangible objects contain compelling stories. Every 
textile, from sweaters, to suitcases, to shoelaces, links back to the pair of hands that made it the 
mind that conceived it. In our moment, with a global textile industry that separates production and 
profit into different hemispheres and places intellectual and manual labor at opposite poles, the 
ability to perceive the stories that objects contain is essential to the discourse, education, and 
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activism that renders exploitative consumption visible. Finally, the scholar who has poured 
countless hours of thought, considerable months of her life, and endless amounts of her love into 
a project inspired by her grandmothers’ work understands more fully that her intellectual 
achievement depends on the work of their hands and on the pattern of their determination. While 
she refuses to do them the dishonor of claiming to understand their sacrifices or to pass their talents 
off as her own, she is proud to be cut from their cloth.  
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